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All Clear for Take-Off:
Know What You Need to Know for School 
Start-Up
2021 CCSA CONFERENCE

MARCH 15, 2021

ALISON DIAZ, ENVIRONMENTAL CHARTER SCHOOLS

DOROTHY LEE, EDTEC
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Tell us about yourselves!

Introductions

Alison Diaz

Founder, 
Environmental 

Charter Schools

Dorothy Lee

Director of Client 
Management, 

EdTec
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Likeliest potholes for new school leaders

Ready, Set, Go!
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1. Student Recruitment: Describe several best practices and key missteps in recruiting and 
enrolling students

2. Facilities: Identify the options for a facility, steps involved in each type of facility, and 
potential roadblocks in the process

3. Staffing: Learn a set of strategies for finding, onboarding, and engaging your founding 
staff

4. Authorizer Relations: List actionable steps you can take to build a strong and lasting 
relationship with your authorizer

5. Funding: Recognize the most critical financial risk areas in your first years of operation

Learning Objectives
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Starting with student recruitment

Ready, Set, Go!
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Plan should include timing, funnel, team, outreach, and engagement

• Start as early as possible, even before 
authorization!Timing

• Interest  apply  enroll  attend 
• Best practice: over-enroll by ~10-20%Funnel

• Parents are the best recruiters
• Invested parents = quick mobilizationTeam

• Community relationships & presence
• Be where your parents get their infoOutreach

• Monthly touchpoints with interested or 
enrolled familiesEngagement

Student Recruitment: Develop a Strategy Early!
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Nov: Literacy 
Night

Dec: Winter 
Carnival

Jan: Coffee 
Chat Feb: Museum

Mar: Summer 
Camp Fair

Apr: STEM 
Night

May: Play 
Date

Jun: Ice 
Cream Social

Jul: Dinner & 
Movie

Aug: Kickoff 
Picnic

Table 
at 

events

Grocery 
store, 
library, 
park

Church 
bulletin 
or pulpit

Local 
radio 

shows

House 
meetings

Local 
feeder 
schools

Outreach/Engagement: What Ideas Do You Have?

?

?

?

?

Sample Family Touchpoints Sample Outreach Tactics

88

Let’s talk about facilities… a charter leader’s biggest worry

Ready, Set, Go!
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How will you engineer a miracle?

How much 
space do you 

need?

Prop 39

Oct 31 
deadline

Scope-out 
options

In-district 
interest forms

District 
relationship

In Lieu of Prop 
39

Precedent? Waivers, 
renovations

Potential for 
price-issues

Private

Church Use 
parameters

Non-profit E-Occupancy

Open market Price!!!

Navigating Facilities Acquisition

• How big will you 
be in Year 1?

• Are there any 
special spaces 
you need?

• Do you want to 
grow into your 
original space 
or will this be 
your “starter 
space”?

1010

1. Line up an architect, even before authorization

2. Understand zoning and process to get E-Occupancy in your area

3. Need sign off from local agencies, like City Planning Office, Building Office, and 
potentially Design Review Board – find out who these are in your community!

4. Goal: Conditional Use Permit and/or Certificate of Occupancy

This alone can take 9-12 months, not to mention the timeline 
for finding a site, which can be years!

Approach it like you have two authorizers

If You Think a Private Facility is Your Best Bet…
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The right founding team will be your engine

Ready, Set, Go!
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You

Head of School Head of School 
/ Principal

Lead Teacher 
#2

Lead Teacher 
#1

Ops / Office 
Manager

Head of School / Principal
•#1 key hire if you aren’t the instructional leader
•Job description: not a normal principal – start-up! 
•Not 100% creative freedom; need vision alignment

Ops / Office Manager
•Critical first hire (or right after Head of School)
•Face of school!
•Must have your back 100%; not overpromise
•Project manager and marketer

Lead Subject or Grade Level 
Teachers

•Anchor teachers who help develop culture
•Manage or lead other teachers
•Teachers may need to be young; look for smart and 

committed gems
•Mission-aligned, shared vision, team player/share glory

Who will be your co-captains and main crew on this wild ride?

Founding Org Chart – Critical Partners!
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1. Hire people as early as you can!
a. You get to know them and see if they are good fit

b. PCSGP can pay for some staff in Year 0 (~6 mo for admin, ~3 mo for ops/teachers)

c. Consider having team “pilot” program at another school; philanthropists more likely 
to pay for actual work with kids

2. Be strategic about on-boarding
a. Engage new hires like new families – regular touchpoints!

b. Send copy of charter or other inspirational literature

c. Any articles or books that will help them dig in on curriculum is great

3. Don’t neglect your core HR documents
a. Job descriptions not “normal”– need to adjust for start-up work

b. Have lawyers play big role in employee handbook – lots you don’t know!

c. Draft evaluation systems early; easier to let someone go if you have a system

Lessons (and mistakes!) from the other side

Other Tips & Tricks
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No matter where you start, you can achieve a great authorizer relationship

Ready, Set, Go!
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 Building good relationship is worth the investment… they could put you out of 
business if they wanted to (even if you're doing everything right).

 Your success is their success, and likewise for failure… if you position it like this, 
they may help you manage issues.

 Remember that you are dealing with people… make friends!

 Get a strong start… if you compromise later, you'll have built a solid foundation.

 Develop working norms around compliance and reporting.

 Don't let renewal be the only time the board hears from you!

 Brainstorm ways to partner, like PD or special programming.

 Remember parent voice is the way of the day!

 Politics will play a role. Know who to befriend if your authorizer isn’t helpful.

Advice for developing a good relationship with any authorizer…

Relationship Checklist
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With the right navigation and maintenance, finances can support a smooth ride

Ready, Set, Go!
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Enrollment

Focus on 
hitting 

enrollment

Push for 
healthy waitlist

Prepare to cut 
if needed

Understand 
reasons for 

disenrollment

Cash

Make and 
track cash 

flow statement

Conserve in 
Year 0 to help 

in Year 1-3

Finalize Rev 
Loan after July 

1

Time PCSGP 
to minimize 

cash gap

Spending

Cultivate 
culture of 
frugality

Try to start 
with small 

staff 

Be thoughtful 
about multi-

year contracts

Update budget 
w/actual UPP, 

SPED

Thank you!

ADDITIONAL QUESTIONS?  CONTACT US:

Alison: alison@ecsonline.org
Dorothy: dorothy@edtec.com
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