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Transitioning to the Common Core in California Charter Schools: 
Challenges and Solutions 
 
White Paper 
 
Executive Summary 
 
In 2014, the California Charter School Association (CCSA) became increasingly aware of the impact the 
transition to Common Core State Standards (CCSS) was having on schools across the nation. During 
this time they learned more about the challenges associated with implementation of Common Core in 
early implementation states. CCSA began to question if these same issues would impact charter schools 
in California. Given the urgency to maintain previous student achievement gains in the California 
charter movement, CCSA set out to research potential challenges that may impact charter leaders. The 
organization explored the specific implications for charter schools and their leadership and, in the spirit 
of innovation and creativity that characterizes the charter schools movement, also set out to research 
and pilot a potential solution. 
 
Through its initial research, CCSA learned that the increased rigor of new assessments aligned to the 
Common Core would require significant shifts in a number of key school practices. This finding was 
summarized by Achieve, a nonpartisan nonprofit organization that contributed to the standards 
construction and led the effort to build advocacy and resources for implementation. The research made 
clear that a successful transition to the Common Core necessitated a fundamentally different way of 
teaching and learning. These efforts would also require strategic and highly focused leadership to 
implement change.  
 
CCSA also understood that specific challenges related to the transition to Common Core are unique to 
charter schools. In California, 55% of charter schools are single-site entities, making access to support 
and resources to affect the transition to CCSS more difficult. CCSA believed strongly that a number of 
charter leaders and schools would be at the forefront of a successful transition to the new standards 
and assessments. However, with a lack of statewide assessments in California, there was no way to 
document this or ensure that charter leaders were sharing best practices with each other as they 
navigated the transition to the CCSS. Perhaps one of the biggest challenges facing charter schools in the 
transition to the CCSS is that unlike their traditional public school counterparts, charter schools 
undergo a reauthorization process every five years. In these renewal hearings, school performance (as 
measured by student results) is a main deciding factor of a school’s renewal. Predicted dips in student 
test scores that may result from the new assessments therefore take on a greater urgency for charter 
schools. There is increased pressure on charter school leaders to effectively transition instruction to the 
new standards as quickly as possible.  
 
To respond to these impending challenges, CCSA began to research and pilot a potential solution. The 
result was the formation of a partnership with School Leaders Network (SLN), a national nonprofit 
focused on expanding educational opportunities for all students through the transformation of school 
leadership practices. CCSA and SLN began to envision how they could bring charter leaders together to 
capitalize on lessons already learned in other states. The result was the design and launch of local 
professional learning communities as a means of supporting charter school leadership members in their 
implementation of CCSS.  
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Together CCSA and SLN identified that the leadership professional learning communities embedded in 
an action-research network model provided: 
 A cultural good fit for charter school leadership,   
 A rigorous, well-designed program for advancing the effectiveness of school leaders, and  
 The ability to customize the program to meet the specific leadership and instructional 

challenges posed by Common Core.  
 
The networks would allow leaders to share and study innovative solutions in order to more quickly 
prepare charter schools for success in transitioning to the Common Core. CCSA and SLN jointly 
established a pilot program consisting of three professional learning networks for 37 charter leaders 
from Los Angeles and San Diego. In a pre-implementation baseline survey, charter leader participants 
most frequently indicated a need for future professional development in the following areas: 
 
 Rich examples of Common Core instruction to share with teachers in order to guide changes in 

practice (80%),  
 How to effectively monitor Common Core instruction (77%),  
 Networking opportunities to learn what other charter schools are doing to implement the CCSS 

(77%), and 
 Opportunities to reflect on strategies being used to transition schools (67%). 

 
Furthermore, surveyed participants reported their motivation for joining the network was to have 
access to other charter leaders, “steal ideas,” “learn from others,” and “collaborate,” which confirmed 
the validity of the model and approach chosen by the partners. While the pilot learning network 
program has only been running for nine months, there is already evidence to demonstrate that it is 
having a positive impact on building the capacity of charter leaders to transition to the Common Core.  
 
In implementing the pilot program solution we set out to study and answer the following important 
research questions, which are detailed below along with preliminary findings: 
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1. What is the level of readiness for Common Core implementation in California charter 
schools from the perspective of California charter school leaders? 

Findings 

Transitioning schools to the Common Core was perceived to be daunting by school leaders. There was 
a wide variance in levels of preparedness for transition to the 
Common Core amongst California charter schools in terms of 
available curriculum and resources and access to quality professional 
development for teachers and leaders. Variable charter school models 
and existing culture sometimes made transition nearly seamless, and 
other times posed challenges due to conflicts between the model and 
the implicit values within the new standards. The delay of accessible, 
affordable, and aligned formative assessments served as a barrier for 
leaders to know they were accurately implementing Common Core 
instruction. Inadequate funding to afford new texts, technology, and 
out of classroom personnel to assist in coaching teachers slowed readiness efforts. And finally, there 
was variability in the level of accessible peers charter leaders were connected to for resources, best 
practices, and insight into the transition. These findings were surfaced with leaders in Oakland, San 
Bernardino, and the Central Valley, and corroborated by network participants in Los Angeles and San 
Diego.   
 

2. What do charter school leaders say they need to effectively transition schools to the 
Common Core? 

Findings 

Ultimately, six common needs were identified across all the charter leaders participating in this study.  
These included increased funding for out of classroom personnel, access to other charters and charter leaders, strong 
models of effective schools to study and learn from, aligned Common Core resources that can be used by teachers, readily 
available and aligned formative assessments, and advocacy support to message anticipated drops in student assessment 
results. Additionally, rural leaders also needed solutions for how to access peers separated by distance, 
additional advocacy support to communicate effectively about needed shifts in instruction to 
conservative communities, and support for technology access and use. 
 

3. How does participation in Professional Learning Networks influence leadership work 
to successfully transition a school to Common Core? 

Findings 

While the pilot learning network program has only been running for nine months there is emerging 
evidence to show that it is having a positive impact on building the capacity of charter leaders to 
transition to the Common Core. This includes increased focus on improving schools strategically, 
increased understanding of what Common Core aligned instruction “looks like,” and increased 
leadership activities to improve instruction. 
 

“If I was told I was 
going to Antarctica 
tomorrow – I’m sure 
I’d pack a jacket, but 
I’d get there and be 
missing a whole lot.  I 
may only lose a few 
toes.  It feels like that.”  
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4. What is the impact of leadership participation in professional learning community 
networks on school-based instruction and early student outcomes as indicated by 
student results on the new CCSS assessments?  

Findings 

Findings for this question will be reported in a future publication of this project once the state 
publically releases student outcomes on the California Assessment of Student Performance and 
Progress (CAASPP), California’s Common Core assessment. 

 
This white paper, authored by representatives from both CCSA and SLN, describes the work and initial 
outcomes of the partnership. The paper identifies some of the challenges of the transition to Common 
Core for charter schools and their leaders. More specifically, the white paper outlines the pilot principal 
network implemented with SLN and the initial results of that initiative. Through this pilot partnership, 
CCSA and SLN will further seek to identify whether charter school leaders participating in facilitated 
professional learning networks across CMOs and single-site charter schools can 1) help minimize the 
predicted dips in student achievement and school performance resulting from the new CCSS student 
assessments, 2) help charter schools to rebound quicker from these foreseen declines, and 3) share best 
practices learned with the full charter membership.  
 
Leading a change in instruction is a long-term endeavor. It takes the vision of leadership, buy-in by the 
teaching staff, professional development to enable teachers to “teach differently,” teacher planning, 
observation and coaching to support teachers in refining new practice, and supervision to ensure 
teachers are on-board with new practice.  These early results indicate that the pilot program is 
developing the ability of charter principals to lead the transformational shifts in teaching practice 
demanded by Common Core. 
 
There is a continued opportunity to support leaders as they seek to shift teaching practice towards 
better student outcomes and a more successful implementation of CCSS. The goal must be to 
accelerate the readiness of charter leaders to respond to the magnitude of change as a means of 
ensuring they can rebound quickly from the forecasted declines in student achievement. There are 
broad and important implications for both the charter movement and the half million California charter 
school students and 2.9 million charter students across the nation. The challenges associated with the 
transition to the Common Core are substantial and, in light of five-year charter renewal decisions, the 
search for and implementation of solutions that support charter school leadership must be a top 
priority. 
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Part I – The Challenges of the Transition to Common Core State Standards 
 
Background: The Introduction of Common Core State Standards 
Historically, most states have set the bar for proficiency too low to measure accurately whether a child 
is adequately prepared for college and careers. During this same period of time, careers have 
transformed and the skills needed in 1950 are a far cry from the skills today’s workforce requires. In 
response to this growing divide between what schooling produces and what the world needs, the 
National Governors Association convened state governors in a call to action. Extensive focus groups 
of college professors and employers collaborated to unpack what skills entering students and employees 
should have. What emerged was the Common Core State Standards (CCSS) that were subsequently 
adopted by 43 states.  

 
“CCSS are designed to cover most of the skills in greatest demand by employers, 
postsecondary systems and our society, including the ability of students to communicate 
effectively in a variety of ways, work collectively, think critically, solve routine and non-
routine problems, and analyze information and data.” (Blosveren & Achieve, 2012, p. 
3).   
 

Nationally, over 5,400 charter schools are currently transitioning to Common Core State 
Standards (CCSS) and are at some stage of adoption with new, more rigorous assessments. 
 
The Challenges: A Magnitude of Change 
Transition to the Common Core Standards poses real challenges to all schools given the nature and 
complexity of the standards. According to Achieve, a nonpartisan non-profit organization that 
partnered with the National Governors Association and the Council of Chief State School Officers to 
construct the standards and lead the effort to build advocacy and resources, the transition to the 
standards requires eleven substantial school-wide shifts. These shifts require extensive, strategic, and 
highly focused leadership efforts (Achieve, 2013a, 2013b). See Figure 1 for specific details from the 
Achieve report.   
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FIGURE 1:   Eleven Critical School-wide Shifts Necessary for College and Career Ready Success (CCSS) 
 

Culture changes: 

Principals set the tone for a climate of trust and a culture that is open to innovation and focused on improvement, with staff who are ready 
to work hard for common goals. p. 11 

Literacy Instruction: 

The success of the CCSS will depend heavily on the ability of school leaders to implement schoolwide literacy initiatives in their schools. 
Cross-content or schoolwide literacy—reading, writing, speaking, listening — is foundational in the CCSS. Explicit literacy instruction 
will demand shared responsibility. p. 12 

Text Complexity and Informational Text 

The CCSS signify an intentional return to placing reading and text at the center of classroom instruction, including an increase in text 
complexity and the inclusion of much more informational text. p. 13 

Close Reading and Text-Base Responses 

The CCSS emphasize “text-based answers,” which means that students need to carefully read and cite specific evidence to support their 
assertions about and interpretations of a text. Instead of reading and answering questions, students must now read and re-read, engage 
with, and analyze text as evidenced by their highlighting, annotating, and note-taking. p. 16 

Writing Across Content Areas 

The CCSS seek to create a “literacy rich” environment in which reading and writing become a shared responsibility of all teachers and a 
normal part of every lesson in every classroom with an increase of informative and argumentative writing. p. 16 

Mathematics Instruction 

The primary implication of these changes is that the current predominant practice of didactic-only instruction, with some guided practice 
of rote procedures, must give way to more well-rounded approaches to instruction that give students the opportunity to make deep sense 
of the content they are to learn and the practices in which they are expected to engage – building deep number sense. p. 18 

Student Engagement and Collaboration 

Because students cannot improve their reading, writing, or discussion skills by listening to a teacher talk, teachers need to reverse the 
typical ratio of teacher talk and student work. p.19 

Instructional Time 

While they have input into the curriculum, school leaders directly control three variables in teaching and learning — time, setting, and 
methods. Of the three, increasing quality instructional time may offer the most immediate gains in student achievement. p.19 

Create and Learn vs. Sit and Get 

In the past, teachers have been giving students the answers and expecting them to give the answers back. Now, students must find the 
answers, demonstrate understanding by applying their knowledge to real-world situations, and explain them in writing. That means that, 
in most cases, teachers will have to encourage much more student work and student discourse and engage in far less teacher talk. p. 20 

Professional Learning 

Studies show that teachers often lack capacity in the areas that are deemed most critical to the CCSS. They are strong in organization 
and classroom management and lack higher-order questioning skills and skills in engaging students. Implementation of these standards 
will require a deepening and a retraining of most of the teaching corps. The adoption of the CCSS means that school leaders are faced 
with the challenge of increasing the capacity of most of their instructional staff within a relatively brief period of time. p. 21 

Assessment Practices 

“Because teachers currently spend approximately 35 percent of their time on assessment and have been provided little or no training in 
its effective use,” it is up to the principal to adopt and implement Common Core aligned interim assessments, lead data-driven instruction 
efforts, and support teachers in the preparation of students for next generation assessment technologies and skills. p. 22  

(Achieve, 2013b) 
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A Fundamentally Different Way of Assessing Student Learning 
Along with the new Common Core standards, two state consortia emerged to develop assessments that 
would accurately predict college and career readiness. Like the standards themselves, the assessments 
are considerably different than previous state tests. For example, both the Partnership for Assessment 
of Readiness for College and Careers (PARCC) and the Smarter Balanced Assessment Consortia 
(SBAC) are administered 
electronically.  The SBAC, 
adopted by California and sixteen 
other states, is an “adaptive” test - 
as a student takes the test, the 
questions and difficulty vary based 
upon student responses. In this 
way, students and schools will 
know precisely what students 
know and don’t know (Warren & 
Murphy, 2015). But most 
importantly, the substance of the 
new assessments is critically different; where content was emphasized previously, now skills and 
processes are assessed. 
 
A Paradigm Shift to Instructional Practices 
Student success on these new assessments will depend on the teachers and their ability to make a 
paradigm shift in instructional practices. This is the most significant challenge the Common Core poses. 
Previous assessments encouraged teachers to focus on teaching content as a means of knowledge 
transfer. Common Core emphasizes the process of learning itself. It is not about having the right 
answer to 2+2=4 anymore, it’s about how and why you arrived at that right answer.  It’s not about 
mixing chemicals in a cookbook fashion in Chemistry, it’s about learning to think and operate like a 
chemist. 
 

“The CCSS require educators and school leaders to make fundamental shifts in practice. 
Some have called these shifts monolithic in scope. For school leaders and counselors, 
implementing the CCSS is not about thinking out of the box. It is about transforming 
the box itself” (Achieve, 2013a, p. 4). 
 

Changing teacher pedagogy in this way is challenging and tends to require the right balance of tailored 
teacher professional development, data-driven instruction support, observation and feedback, and 
coaching. Leadership effectiveness plays a key role in all of these areas and requires the school principal 
to be the lead learner during the shift. Without robust, well-designed teacher professional development, 
teacher collaboration, and frequent targeted observation and feedback to teachers, it is unlikely teachers 
will transform their teaching practices to the new pedagogy required for Common Core instruction.  
Charter principals are frequently the central people who design and lead teacher professional 
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development and require specific support, training, and models to emulate in order to ensure 
instructional shifts are occurring campus-wide. 
 
Absence of Aligned Interim/Benchmark Assessments  
A deficit of stable aligned interim/benchmark assessments has left schools grappling with how to 
improve instruction and has made it difficult for them to know with certainty if their efforts are firmly 
aligned to CCSS expectations and increasing student readiness for college and careers. For example, in 
California, SBAC interim assessments promised to be released in Fall 2014 were ultimately released in 
late January 2015 – too late for schools to effectively use them to determine the critical instructional 
shifts needed to intervene for not-yet proficient students. Additionally, the state interim assessments 
will not give school comparison data to inform how students in one school are progressing toward 
annual assessments as compared to students in other schools. State policy decisions have suspended the 
use of state assessments for 2013-14 and 2014-15, and there is continued discussion of further delay of 
baseline year scores, thereby eliminating the majority of school comparison data for 2013-2016 and 
perhaps longer.   
 
Resulting Predicted Decline in Student Results on New Assessments 
New York and Kentucky became the first states to adopt and implement the PARCC assessment in 
2012. The switch to the new tests resulted in significantly lower student proficiency scores (Warren & 
Murphy, 2015). The drop did not represent declining proficiency, but rather a more accurate read of 
student college and career readiness. Analysis of the drop mapped closely to the difference between the 
previous state assessment results and the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) results, 
a federally administered assessment given to a subset of students in all states. According to Richard 
Laine of the National Governors Association, states can predict their likely proficiency drop by 
comparing NAEP scores with previous state assessment results (Laine, November 13, 2013). For 
example, in California, 23% of 4th graders were deemed proficient on the NAEP reading assessment, 
while 52% of the same students were considered proficient on the California State Tests (CST). Given 
this estimate, it would be reasonable to assume that California could predict a -29% “correction” in 
proficiency on the 2015 SBAC baseline results (Barondess & EdSource, 2008). 
 
At first blush, figures like these can be staggering, but according to Warren and Murphy (2015) “Lower 
performance is one cost of retooling standards and testing. If successful, the changes will create long-
term incentives to develop curricula and teaching methods that promote the deeper learning sought by 
the CCSS.” Without additional supports to ensure charters can accelerate through these predicted dips, 
however, there are a number of schools - particularly those renewing during the 2015-17 school years - 
that could have additional struggles to renew their charters in the absence of state data to demonstrate 
their growth over time. This increases the pressure for charter principals to master the leadership skills 
needed to effectively transition their schools as quickly as possible. 
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Part II: The Wider Charter School Context 
 
Charter Leadership Readiness Challenges 
 
Leadership Isolation and a Lack of Access to Central Resources 
While CMOs and network organizations for charter schools exist, a large percentage of charter schools 
are single-site operations. This statistic is particularly profound in California where 656 schools, (55% 
of all charter schools) are single-site entities without central office services or staff. In many cases they 
can be more isolated in their work than peers from charter schools who are part of a CMO or charter 
network, but significantly different than a traditional public school that is supported by a district central 
office.   
 
In addition, there are limited professional learning networks that are specific to the needs of charter 
leaders within the charter movement. Even if the professional learning offered is high quality and 
Common Core aligned, without a central office to provide support, charter leaders can find it difficult 
to leave their school sites during the instructional day. Charter leaders are grappling with the most 
significant sea-change in education and single site operators in particular are operating with limited 
resources and access to quality professional development. Single-site charter leaders we interviewed 
reported they were frequently tapping into the district professional development, which was tailored for 
traditional schools rather than charter schools – or they were independently accessing charter leaders 
with whom they’d made previous connections within the region. What became evident in early 
conversations with charter schools is that there were limited opportunities across the state where there 
was a systemic effort to support charter school leadership specifically as they transitioned their schools 
to the new standards.  
 
The Added Pressure of Reauthorization 
Unlike their traditional public school counterparts, charter schools go through a reauthorization process 
every five years. At that time school performance as indicated by student results is evaluated. This adds 
another perspective to the foreseen dips in student proficiency resulting from the new CCSS student 
assessments as it increases the pressure on charter school leaders to effectively transition instruction to 
the new standards as quickly as possible.   
 
The precedent was set in New York, where the realities of the PARCC assessment results in 2013 hit 
hard. In 2011-12 and fall 2013, the overarching sentiment of charter leaders was “I got this,” according 
to Michael Regnier, then Director of Policy and Research at the New York Charter School Center. By 
and large, charters underestimated the magnitude of the change and the significant impact it would 
have on achievement results (a citywide drop to just 29% students proficient). Smaller, independent 
charters struggled to simultaneously transition their schools while fending off the criticism elicited by 
dropping test scores by diverse school stakeholder groups. CMOs had slightly more resources to 
prepare for the change but they too were surprised that their pre-transition efforts didn’t pay off as they 
had assumed.   
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In hindsight, the change, Mr. Regnier recalls, required “mind-shifts” as opposed to the “small tweaks” 
they had implemented. Regnier predicts that similar effects will occur in states with later CCSS 
assessment implementations like California, particularly for single-site charters who are largely left to 
their own devices when it comes to preparing for CCSS. The one exception, he anticipates, is national 
CMOs, like KIPP, who have the benefit of working in New York and in later-adopting states and can 
more easily cross-pollinate ideas (Regnier, January 13, 2015).  
 
Charters poised for renewal in California are required to demonstrate academic success and student 
growth on state adopted standards. With limited tools to adequately and accurately compare and 
measure growth, charters are entering renewal discussions with authorizers without the data needed to 
demonstrate the positive impact they are making with children. It is likely that the onset of the new 
SBAC and subsequent drop in student test scores will catch many charter leaders by surprise and the 
weight of communicating this drop in results to school boards and, often hostile, charter authorizers, as 
well as teacher and parents will be a heavy one for charter leaders to carry alone. 
 
Faced with increased pressure to demonstrate student outcomes during renewal, the challenge for 
charter school leaders will be to move away from working in isolation and toward sharing best practice 
amongst each other and connecting with the best CCSS thought leaders during the transition. The 
theory of action for a pilot partnership with School Leaders Network is to enable charter schools to 
minimize the predicted dips in performance and rebound quicker from any potential decline in 
academic performance that may initially occur in the early years with the new assessments. One thing is 
for sure - there is significant work ahead for charters and traditional schools alike as we move into this 
new era of schooling. While we anticipate that drops will happen universally, it will be up to each 
school and each system to make the necessary changes to adjust and climb upwards. The speed in 
which schools are able to do this will define for the public which institutions are offering quality 
education. As the next several years of new testing results and accountability metrics unfold, the CA 
charter movement is critically interested in continuing to build on the previous academic achievements 
attained in the previous system and to support charter school success in the transition to new standards 
in the shortest time possible.  
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Part III: The Solution: Identification and Implementation of Networks for 
Charter School Leaders 
 
Learning from Early Adopters 
CCSA committed to learn from early adopters (who, in fairness, had moved to implement Common 
Core before strong models and resources had been adequately developed). Guided by the experience of 
New York City charters, we set out to identify and pilot an appropriate support solution that would 
benefit our members. Regnier notes that after the first New York results in 2013, charters clamored to 
scale up their instructional practice with limited resources. CMOs were able to pool resources to fund 
additional out-of-classroom personnel to build curriculum, conduct trainings, and build online 
resources specific to their networks. Smaller and more isolated single-site schools found themselves 
with limited resources and few places to go to learn what they needed to quickly and successfully 
implement change (Regnier, January 13, 2015). Some appealed to CMOs, like Achievement First, to 
open access to their professional development (Wall, 2014). Hundreds of other single-sites and CMO 
leaders alike, toured Harlem’s Success Academies to learn and adopt best practices of this high 
performing charter network (Decker, 2014).   
 
Regnier told us that that despite these internally driven efforts, he believes there is a void of resources 
that are easily located for all charter leaders, namely charter communities of practice that would be 
available for all charter leaders to access for support and sharing of best practice.  
 
Charter school activities in the aftermath of the 
first CCSS assessments in New York reflected 
the findings of one of the largest surveys 
conducted of charter school principals. The 
survey asked 925 principals to report where 
their leadership capacity develops most. The 
survey findings showed that peers matter most 
to developing principal capacity – 52% of 
principals reported this as the most meaningful 
channel for leader development. 

 
With this data in hand the search for a solution 
to support charter school leader transition to 
CCSS led to the formation of a partnership in August 2014 with School Leaders Network (SLN), a 
national nonprofit whose program for transforming school leadership in support of better outcomes 
for all students centers on an action-research network model of leadership professional learning 
communities.  
 
 
 

Preparation
4%

Your 
previous on-

the-job 
experiences

43%

Mentoring 
and 

peer-to-peer 
learning 

52%

Not sure
1%

Where Principals Report Their Capacity 
Develops

*Public Agenda Study of 925 Principals, 2003
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A Pilot Program Solution: Learning Networks for Charter School Leaders 
 
 
 
 
 
 
In partnership, CCSA and SLN began to envision how we could bring charter leaders together to 
capitalize on lessons already learned in other states along with best practice happening in the field to 
find an innovative solution. The goal was to better prepare charter school leaders moving forward for 
success in transitioning to the Common Core.    
 
In designing the pilot program it was jointly acknowledged that the unique qualities of charter schools 
needed to be delicately balanced with the magnitude of change that transitioning to Common Core 
required. Charters’ school-based innovation, flexibility, and autonomy that have resulted in higher 
student outcomes for many charter schools must be balanced with the need for collaboration and 
shared learning and support systems required for a successful transition for all charters. It was also 
understood that it was important to design a program that did not intrude on individually adopted 
pedagogical approaches or endorse a particular educational curriculum. 
 
Together CCSA and SLN identified that the leadership professional learning communities embedded in 
an action-research network model provided: 

 A cultural a good fit for charter school leadership  

 A rigorous, well-designed program for advancing the effectiveness of school leaders  

 The ability to customize the program to meet the specific leadership and instructional 
challenges posed by Common Core  

Networks were designed to build strong communities of practice that provide cohorts of charter school 
leaders with 40 hours of rigorous leadership development over the course of a year. Once a month, for 
ten consecutive months, leaders would have the opportunity to leave their schools, joining with 10-15 
of their peers to participate in a four-hour professional learning community where they support and 
learn from each other as they focus on school improvement goals and strategies to effectively transition 
their schools to the CCSS.  
 
The pilot program network meetings were designed as high-functioning, collaborative professional 
learning communities - modeling the ideal state of high-performing charter schools and Common Core 
aligned practices. By experiencing professional development using the best practices in adult learning, 
tools and protocols, and practicing their analytical, coaching and facilitation skills with colleagues in the 
network program, it was envisaged that charter school leaders would return to their school sites better 
equipped to implement and pass on these same practices and skills to their instructional teams in 
support of the transition to Common Core. They would be better able to initiate the transformational 
change in instructional practice to positively impact student performance on the new CCSS 
assessments.  
 

“No one person alone can possibly affect the kind of transformation in 
school culture necessary to successfully implement the CCSS. Instead 
of control, school leaders must work to build collaborative communities 
of learners.  In today’s schools “the lead learner is the learning leader.” 
(Achieve, 2013b, p. 24) 
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Leadership Learning Network Characteristics 

Building on the SLN leadership development program model, charter leader pilot program networks 
adopted the following three characteristics and customized them to provide a greater emphasis on 
Common Core implementation: 

1. A Focus on a Student Outcomes 

All network participants were required to develop an annual Student Outcome Strategy (SOS) to inspire 
school-wide support and action to prepare students for career and college readiness. The SOS linked 
leadership development to student achievement and served as the anchor for leadership efforts 
throughout the year. Each month, SLN participants chose to focus on a specific strategy they believed 
had the most potential to improve student results by being scaled across their school site. They then 
measured and reflected on the strategies’ impact on school performance and student learning as it 
related to their SOS. As part of the pilot program, the SOS protocols and plans were linked and aligned 
to discussion of the new SBAC Common assessments being used in California and the implications for 
student results. 
 

2. A Research-Based Framework for Leadership Development 
Central to the network model implemented was the SLN Design for Leading (DfL) framework that is 
informed by research from the Wallace Foundation on the effective practices of school leadership. The 
DfL focused network participants on five key leadership responsibilities: 

i. Defining a vision, mission, and goals that ensure academic success for all students 
ii. Creating a culture that drives continuous improvement and ensures respectful relationships 

regardless of status 
iii. Promoting leadership in others so that everyone is engaged in school improvement and 

committed to student success  
iv. Improving instruction through clear expectations and data-driven collaboration 
v. Managing systems and operations to drive student success 

Networks were designed to be action- and results-oriented. SOS and DfL protocol combined to help 
leaders: 

 establish clear targets for improving student outcomes based on the Common Core,  
 identify interim performance assessments and measures, 
 reflect on their leadership strengths and growth areas, and 
 adjust their actions from month-to-month to achieve school and student goals.   

As part of the pilot program, emphasis was placed on how leaders could align and engage all school 
stakeholders around a clear vision, mission and goals for a successful transition to the Common Core.  
The empowerment and dispersed leadership approach reflected in the five DfL domains was one of the 
components identified as a good cultural fit for charter schools who embrace the notion that everyone 
involved with the school, at every level, is responsible for student success, and where an emphasis on 
shared accountability for student achievement is the norm. 
 

3. Strong Facilitation and Solving Problems of Practice 

The networks were launched in fall 2014 and led by well-trained, highly skilled facilitators with in-depth 
understanding of best practices in adult learning. Each session was designed around a structured agenda 
and included use of research-based tools and protocols and deliberate resources such as articles, 
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reports, school data, and video of effective leadership practice. The pilot program provided charter 
school leaders with access to the much-needed shared resources that may not have been as easily 
available to them independent of the network. The network communities are also guided to focus on 
analyzing and interpreting school data, identifying achievement and opportunity gaps, and planning 
next steps. Again, this process was customized to ensure charter leaders could identify the type of data 
and evidence of student learning that would be required under the new Common Core assessments. 
 
Networks offered a safe place for charter leadership to discuss and solve problems of practice and grow 
professionally with the support of their fellow charter school leaders. Each month, network participants 
were tasked with taking authentic action and then returning to the community to share information on 
their progress and learning experiences. Network meetings provided leaders with opportunities to give 
and receive feedback as well as to practice and benefit from peer coaching as a means to improve 
leadership practice. With the intent to overcome challenges posed by a high degree of charter leader 
isolation, the network community program resulted in giving charter leaders the professional 
development they needed to be better able to drive the significant shift in instructional practice and 
changes demanded by the introduction of Common Core. 
 
Network Participants 
Three networks were launched in Southern California; two in Los Angeles and one in San Diego. 
Through outreach to its membership base, CCSA recruited 37 charter school leaders who signed up to 
participate in the pilot program. Participants were from a range of charter school contexts. Of the 
charter leaders who participated in the pilot network, 42% came from single-site entities, 24% from 
schools that are part of a charter network with two-to-three other schools, and 34% were principals of 
schools within a larger CMO including Alliance, KIPP, Camino Nuevo and Synergy Academies. 
 
Pilot Program Study Focus 
In implementing the pilot program solution we set out to study and answer the following important 
research questions: 
 

1. What is the level of readiness for Common Core implementation in California charter schools 
from the perspective of California charter school leaders? 

2. What do charter school leaders say they need to effectively transition schools to the Common 
Core? 

3. How does participation in Professional Learning Networks influence leadership work to 
successfully transition a school to Common Core? 

4. What is the impact of leadership participation in professional learning community networks on 
school-based instruction and early student outcomes as indicated by student results on the new 
CCSS assessments? (To be reported in future publications.) 

 
Data Collection Methodology 
Data was collected in the following ways: 
 

1. Focus groups with CCSA Regional Directors and one to three urban and rural principals from 
CMOs, charter school networks, and single-site charter schools in the San Francisco Bay Area, 
California Central Valley, and San Bernardino County.   
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2. An August 2014 baseline, pre-implementation survey of the 37 principals from Los Angeles and 
San Diego who signed up to participate in the three pilot program learning networks. 

3. Five subsequent surveys of the 37 participating principals in November and December 2014, 
and January, February and March 2015. 

4. Formal observation of seven pilot program learning network sessions and interviews with 
participating principals over the period August 2014 through to March 2015. 

 
Pilot Program Funding 
Funding for the pilot program came from a generous donation by the Carson Foundation, CCSA who 
paid to subsidize the normal cost of network participation for their members, and the subsidized fees 
paid by the charter school leaders who decided to participate.  
 
Part IV: Study Initial Results 
 

 
Transitioning schools to the Common Core was perceived to be daunting by school leaders.  There was 
a wide variance in levels of preparedness for transition to the Common Core amongst California 
charter schools in terms of available curriculum and resources and access to quality professional 
development for teachers and leaders. Variable charter school models and existing culture sometimes 
made transition nearly seamless, and other times posed challenges due to conflicts between the model 
and the implicit values within the new standards. The delay of accessible, affordable and aligned 
formative assessments served as a barrier for leaders to know they were accurately implementing 
Common Core instruction. Inadequate funding to afford new texts, technology, and out of classroom 
personnel to assist in coaching teachers slowed readiness efforts. And finally, there was variability in the 
level of accessible peers charter leaders were connected to for resources, best practices, and insight into 
the transition. These findings were surfaced with leaders in Oakland, San Bernadino, and the Central 
Valley, and corroborated by Network participants in Los Angeles and San Diego.   
 
Finding 1.1: The magnitude of the change is perceived universally 

  “So much change all at once –it’s difficult to do it all at once.”   

 “We try to work to shore up one area of curriculum at a time.  It’s a pretty quick turnaround to 
change – tweak some curriculum, completely adopt other curriculum.  We had already flipped 
to cognitive challenging questions strategies – move to this even deeper. Add the assessment 
piece with technology, which means teaching students to use tech, implementing an 
infrastructure, updating an infrastructure. It’s as if we have 38 points of reform happening all at 
once without good guidance.” 

Finding 1.2: There is a wide variance in levels of preparedness 	

Research Question 1: What is the level of readiness for Common Core implementation in 
California Charter Schools from the perspective of California 
charter school leaders? 
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Curriculum and Resources 
Universally, both urban and rural charter leaders shared that curriculum was not always high 
quality or appropriately aligned, “school leaders feel the textbook companies have simply stamped 
books as ‘Common Core’ aligned – a lot of the time it doesn’t mean anything.”  On the other hand 
there was a notable difference in the availability and use of high quality resources between rural 
and urban charter schools. Rural charters, more typically single-site, were relying on their district 
office of education for resources and reported fewer curriculum adoptions. Urban charters more 
frequently referenced specific curriculum adoptions they trusted and had implemented: “our 
teachers LOVE MathLinks,” “we’re using EngageNY curriculum” and urban school leaders 
frequently reported they had learned of the resource from other charter leaders or larger urban 
districts and county offices of education. CCSA Regional Directors reported that the most 
frequent request of them from charter school leaders was for vetted Common Core curriculum 
and training. 
 
Professional Development 
The August 2014 pre-implementation survey of the 37 principals who were to join the new 
network pilot reported that while all principals had received some form of professional 
development on CCSS, nearly 70% had not had frequent, (more than 5) professional development 
experiences focused on supporting or teaching them “how” to manage Common Core school 
change (e.g. how and when to implement, how to engage teacher buy-in, how to build strategic 
plans to transform schools, how to provide effective coaching feedback to change teacher 
pedagogy, etc.).   
 
Furthermore, less than 50% expressed that they had received enough support to adequately 
transform their school. They wanted to know what others were doing to move their schools, and 
to be able to bounce ideas off their peers. Leaders most frequently indicated a need for future 
professional development in the following areas: 

 
 Rich examples of Common Core instruction to share with teachers in order to guide changes 

in practice (80%) 
 How to effectively monitor Common Core instruction (77%) 
 Networking opportunities to learn what other charter schools are doing to implement the 

CCSS (77%) 
 Opportunities to reflect on strategies being used to transition schools (67%) 

 
There was a distinct difference in training access for rural and urban charter schools, CMOs and 
single-site campuses. Notably in regions with few charters, and primarily single-site charters, the 
leaders were relying on their district office for Common Core training. Urban Charter leaders 
reported wider access to alternative resources, such as one charter leader that was accessing 
training through Oakland Unified School District, the East Bay Charter Connect (a network for 
charter leaders), and the Alameda Office of Education. 
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Charter leaders from both rural and urban schools who had accessed district trainings described 
them as “hit or miss” and frequently spoke to cultural challenges: “the lens was a district one 
which was a mismatch for my school.”   
 

Finding 1.3: School’s model and existing culture are factors that influence readiness for 
Common Core implementation 	
The readiness of California charter schools to transition to CCSS is influenced by the level of pre-
existing alignment to the fundamental principles of the Common Core and the current culture and 
philosophical approach of individual schools:  
 

 “We as a school are comfortable with change. We’ve been doing mindset work, which has 
been helpful, it’s helped get our people comfortable with change – and comfortable with the 
uncomfortable.”  

 “Our teachers like the standards and think they are a step in the right direction.”   

 “It’s been difficult to adapt for the core standards or keep integrity to vision of the school.  We 
ultimately want to do right by the kids at the end of the day.  Everyone is talking innovation, 
but that’s what we do and what we are. Now we’re being innovative while being in a box that 
requires us to rethink our core curriculum adoption.  Our question is how to change while still 
maintaining integrity to our model.” 

 “Two charters in San Jose are doing blended learning and launched with a model closely 
aligned to the Common Core, for them the transition validates their model.  Other programs 
that are less traditional are finding the transition more challenging. For example, Waldorf 
schools have this huge shift – they don’t believe in using technology and shelter kids from it in 
early years.” 

 “We have tried to explain to parents, but there is so much out there competing in the media, 
our charter parents are highly involved, they feel they can’t help their child with the new math.  
That has been a huge transition – we’ve been breaking it down, explaining it with our parents 
to get buy-in, working hard to help them understand. They don’t understand and we were 
seeing a lot of failure and discouragement from parents and students. The lack of training in 
the trenches has been difficult, compounded by the lack of training for parents.” 

 
Finding 1.4: The delay of new assessments and lack of aligned assessment alternatives 
challenged implementation efforts  
With the absence of available formative assessments released by SBAC, charter leaders universally felt 
most anxious about whether they were headed in the right direction. The effect of this unknown was 
the greatest source of uncertainty and anxiety for charter leaders and their teachers. 

 “It’s like a gold rush – we’re all going [towards Common Core] but only some of us will get 
there.  We don’t know what it is that we’re shooting for.  We don’t know how to describe what 
or how our students need to do this or that – we’re groping in the dark.”   

 “Not knowing the depth, the resources: the unknown of what the curriculum and everything 
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has left us in an unknown territory. We’re left not knowing the full parameters about what 
students should be able to do when they leave the school” 

 “If I was told I was going to Antarctica tomorrow – I’m sure I’d pack a jacket, but I’d get there 
and be missing a whole lot.  I may only lose a few toes.  It feels like that.”  

 
The August 2014 pre-implementation survey of the 37 principals who joined the network pilot found 
that just under half (47%) of principals had implemented an aligned CCSS assessment and the same 
percentage had used walkthroughs and classroom observations to assess teacher implementation of 
Common Core at the start of 2014-15 academic year.  
 
Finding 1.5: Funding to implement influenced implementation efforts and Common Core 
readiness  
There were also differences in funding that appeared to make a difference in how charters were moving 
into Common Core implementation.  Leaders at sites with special grants or access to large CMO 
funding – like the grant funding received by Alliance from the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation - 
spoke more confidently about the transition to the Core. 

 
 “We received a CAPP (California Academic Partnership Program) grant that allowed us the 

opportunity for training during the summer to sit down with other schools across the state 
and look at how the CCSS were created (from the college readiness standards) and why this 
new approach will be valuable for our students. The CAPP grant also paid for planning time 
for our staff over 3 months to meet regularly and share experiences (failures and successes) 
and also work together (cross-content lessons) to emphasize key attributes of the CCSS.” 

 One CMO had invested in three fulltime staff off-site to developing and implementing a 
program commented that his neighboring “mom-and-pops” were running the school and 
trying to develop curriculum at the same time.  Their view was that “they [the mom-and-pop 
charter schools] need support in this.”  

 According to another CMO head, the California Common Core funds equated to roughly just 
$285 additional dollars per pupil for CCSS implementation. “That [amount of funding] 
doesn’t buy a textbook. Asking every school to rethink, reeducate, re-teach without any 
resources – no matter how good the change - without money it falls flat.”  

 “Our NWEA MAPs assessment results demonstrated improvement but the results are 
difficult to articulate without the professional development to use this specific data.  
Unfortunately, NWEA can charge us over $4000 for a 5-hour training.  We used the online 
videos and other resources but this is still very challenging.” 

 
Finding 1.6: Access to a network of peers, other charter schools, and well positioned “friends” 
influenced implementation readiness  
Universally, networking with other charters and people was mentioned as a critically important resource 
that was more difficult to access for rural and single-site charters leaders. 

 “The best resource has been other charter leaders.  We have bimonthly discussions about what 
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curriculum we’re using, our successes, pros/cons of specific resources, our after school 
programs.  That time has been really invaluable.” 

 “The ability to leverage networks outside our community has been important.  The fact that we 
have a board member that is a guru with the SBAC interim assessments means that we have 
already used them.  He helped with us navigating the platform and administer it with students.” 

 52% of pilot program participants surveyed reported their motivation for joining the network 
was to have access to other charter leaders, “steal ideas,” “learn from others,” and 
“collaborate.” 

 
 
 
 

 
Distilled from focus groups, surveys, and observed conversations with network participants, the 
following are the needs charter leaders identified in order to effectively implement the Common Core. 
 
Finding 2.1: Charter leaders in the study universally identified six commonly needed supports 
to effectively transition to the Common Core. 
 

1. Sufficient funding to hire out-of-classroom staff to lead the magnitude of instructional changes 
required. 

2. Increased access to peers and their schools to see and learn from other leaders. 
3. Models of effective instruction and schooling. 
4. Vetted resources (curriculum, assessment, and technology) that are accurately aligned to 

Common Core expectations. 
5. Formative assessments that are easily available, affordable, and accurately aligned to the Smarter 

Balanced Assessment. 
6. Advocacy support to effectively message school improvement to charter authorizers in a time 

with limited comparative metrics. 
 
Finding 2.2:  Charter leaders in rural communities needed additional supports unique to the 
rural context. 

 
1. Access to training and peer networking opportunities outside of their local district offices. 
2. Resources and support to effectively communicate the shifts to parents and conservative 

community members. 
3. Support with technical issues including home and school internet bandwidth limitations (for 

everyday use and new assessment requirements) and limited student access to technology. 
 
 

Research Question 2: What do charter school leaders say they need to effectively 
transition school to the Common Core? 
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Early Pilot Program Implementation Results 
While the pilot learning network program has only been running for nine months there is already 
evidence to show that it is having a positive impact on building the capacity of charter leaders to 
transition to the Common Core. This includes increased focus on improving schools strategically, 
increased understanding of what Common Core aligned instruction “looks like,” and increased 
leadership activities to improve instruction. 
 
Finding 3.1: An increased strategic leadership focus to transition schools specifically to 
Common Core instruction, culture, and assessment. 
By the end of 2014, and after the first three network sessions, 93% of pilot program principals had 
designed a Student Outcome Strategy (SOS) to increase student proficiency on the CCSS.  

 
“My network experience gave me opportunities to step back in my practice and reflect on 
what I was implementing as my school and what I wasn’t.  I was able to be accountable to 
goals/actions set, see what my strengths and weaknesses are so I could adjust and be a 
mindful leader.  Other leaders shared practices they use at their school and I could use their 
experiences to enhance my practice at my school or I could share what I do well with other 
leaders and validate my effective practices.” 
 

Finding 3.2: Leaders report increased understanding of Common Core instruction 
In the baseline survey, pilot program participants reported the need for “rich examples of Common 
Core instruction to share with teachers,” in order to guide changes in practice, and gather information 
on how to effectively monitor instruction.  At the start of the networks, 47% of network participants 
had used walkthroughs and classroom observations to assess Common Core implementation and 80% 
reported some level of insecurity “knowing” what Common Core instruction really looked like.   
 
Based on the survey data, networks were designed to include several sessions to carefully examine the 
standards, define what to look for and evident in practice using comparison video examples of non-
CCSS and CCSS-aligned teacher’s practice.  The San Diego network participants also conducted several 
school visits to analyze classrooms for Common Core alignment and to collaborate on recommended 
next steps for the host principal to take.  Additionally, network participants engaged in peer role-plays 

School Student Outcome Strategy (SOS) Example 
John Bartholemew, Assistant Director of Gompers Preparatory Academy has set the goal that 50-60% of students 6-12 will be at 
or above grade level mean score on the spring interim NWEA-MAP assessment (an aligned CCSS assessment). His leadership 
team plans to use three key strategies to achieve the goal:  data-driven instruction, facilitating PLCs to increase teacher capacity 
with CCSS instruction, and ensuring the school culture maintains high expectations for all students.  Bartholemew is tracking 
progress towards the school goal by supporting teacher analysis of benchmark assessments, observing classrooms and lesson 
plans for CC alignment, and providing regular feedback to teachers about alignment to the core. 

Research Question 3: How does participation in Professional Learning Networks influence 
leadership work to successfully transition a school to Common Core? 
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to practice giving teachers feedback on the instructional shifts needed to better align to the Common 
Core. 
 
Findings 3.3:  Leaders report increased leadership behaviors associated with improving 
instruction 
Recent data from end of meeting surveys shows that, as an outcome of these sessions, 60% of 
participants focused more intently on improving instruction than they had previously in the year.  Forty 
percent of members have noticed improvements to teaching and learning after six sessions and 52% 
report increased teacher responsiveness to professional development efforts. 
 

 “Role playing giving feedback to teachers was extremely helpful for me as my colleagues had so 
much useful expertise to offer.” 

 “Developing rigor in student discourse is crucial for my large population of EL students to 
develop higher level academic discussions as well as increase our EL reclassification rate. Our 
topic today on student discourse left me with a lot of takeaways in regards to increasing student 
performance in academics and teacher instruction.” 

 
Of the 28 principals who identified “working to improve instruction” as their SOS area of focus, 53% 
reported improvements to their classroom monitoring behaviors, 71% improved feedback practices to 
teachers after classroom observations, and 82% improved the work to support teacher lesson planning.  
The remaining 10 network principals reported increased leadership work in building school systems, 
setting the vision, and promoting leadership with other leaders on their campus. 
 
Leading a change in instruction is a long-term endeavor. It takes the vision of leadership, buy-in by the 
teaching staff, professional development to enable teachers to “teach differently,” teacher planning, 
observation and coaching to support teachers in refining new practice, and supervision to ensure 
teachers are on-board with new practice. These early results indicate that the pilot program is 
developing the ability of charter principals to lead the transformational shifts in teaching practice 
demanded by Common Core. 
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An example of how one principal is shifting instruction to increase College and Career 
readiness. 

“I think around June of last year, we were thinking about our kids we were sending off to college – are 
we really getting them ready.  We had done the job of getting them to college, but how were they doing 
when they got there?  We were getting the stress signals from our students in college – ‘We need a little 
preparation, we could use a little more of this, of that.’  We were going deep with how we could 
increase our alignment to college – how do we start that work in the lower grades and continue to have 
positive feedback loop from college.  This year, we made real growth – the seniors are leaving visibly 
more ready for college. Our acceptance rate for 4-year colleges are higher, there’s a surge of 
achievement data – improving CAHSEE data – [we] broke [an] 80% pass rate on the first time. There’s 
a surge of good stuff happening from the lower grades, and some input about how to fortify the upper 
grades so that kids are meeting the demands of college rigor. We had been requiring all kids to take an 
AP class to get ready for college, but taking the class isn’t the same as putting them successfully through 
an AP course.  We’re now requiring them to come to AP study class for 4 hours once a week and 
Saturday sessions.  But even that’s not quite enough, because if a teacher doesn’t know quite how to do 
it they could spend all the time in the world, and students would still struggle with the rigor of a college 
course. Now what we’re working on is teaching teachers what we know students need in college and 
helping them translate that into classroom approaches.” 
 
Conclusion 
Charter schools, like all schools, are feeling effects of the magnitude of change and challenges 
associated with the transition to Common Core. There is added pressure on charter schools and their 
leaders to outperform traditional district schools linked to the high-stakes charter school renewal 
process. There are broad and important implications for both the charter movement and the over 
540,000 California children in charters who are currently being prepared for college and careers.  
 
There is a continued opportunity to support leaders as they seek to shift teaching practice towards 
better student outcomes and a more successful implementation of CCSS. The goal must be to 
accelerate the readiness of charter leaders to respond to the magnitude of change as a means of 
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ensuring they are better able to rebound quickly from the forecasted declines in student scores on new 
assessments. 
 
For charter schools and their students to continue to succeed at an accelerated pace in the new era of 
Common Core, the preliminary results of this study suggest they would be wise to invest in both 
professional development for teachers and in leadership development. For many charter leaders that 
will mean investing in themselves to ensure they are able to quickly and successfully transition their 
school to the Common Core. Future papers will seek to explore the impact of this facilitated principal 
professional network on the charter student SBAC data in addition to identifying lessons learned that 
would be transferable to all charter schools in California.    
 
About the California Charter Schools Association        

The California Charter Schools Association’s vision is to increase student learning by growing the 
number of families choosing high quality charter public schools so that no child is denied the right to a 
great public education. Our mission is to ensure a million students attend charter public schools by 
2022, with charter public schools outperforming non-charter public schools on every measure. We do 
this by serving as the advocacy organization that builds the policy environment needed to grow as 
quickly as possible the number of students attending high quality charter public schools. For more 
information, please visit our website at www.ccsa.org. 

 
About School Leaders Network:  School Leaders Network (SLN) is a national organization whose 
mission is to expand educational opportunity for all students by transforming school leadership 
practices. SLN provides the structure for public school principals to work together to solve real 
problems, to become innovative and inspired leaders who improve schools and student achievement, 
school-by-school, so that all students in under-resourced schools graduate with college- and career-
ready skills. SLN’s vision is that all of its principals will have the knowledge, skills, commitment, 
courage, personal and professional attributes and support to become leaders of high performing 
schools, so that all their students succeed.	
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Glossary: 
Charter Management Organizations (CMOs):  A system of four or more charters schools linked by 
a common philosophy and centralized governance or operations. 
Charter Networks:  Smaller charter school systems, often two to three schools that are unified by a 
common approach to teaching and learning.  Charter networks often serve K-12 students at separate 
charter schools and have smaller managing external “central offices.” 
Single-Site Charters:  Also “Stand-Alone Charters” these are schools that work independently from 
any external management organization. 
Charter Leader Networks:  Charter leaders working across agencies for the purpose of collaboration 
to acquire resources, advice, and support. 
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