Fulton County Schools
Charter System

Introduction
Over time, well-meaning legislators and district
administrators have created rules and processes designed to keep public schools on a straight and narrow
path. Although they have done so with the best of intentions – often in an effort to improve efficiency or
prevent mistakes at the school level – the ever-growing list of regulations has created a maze of barriers
that inhibit responsive, creative problem solving.
At Fulton County Schools, these barriers have been removed, and authority is returning to the schools. The
guiding belief is that parents and guardians, students, teachers, principals, and community members should
have a guiding voice in school-level decisions because they are better positioned to design solutions for their
school community. As Fulton County Schools’ new Autonomy Handbook states: “The path to developing
truly innovative and effective schools relies on one thing: increasing local school autonomy. We fully believe
in a system where schools take more ownership of decision making and assume appropriate levels of
accountability for results.”1
In the spring of 2012, Fulton County Schools took a major step toward turning these beliefs into action
when the Georgia Department of Education approved the district’s request to become the state’s largest
“charter system.” This special designation, made possible by a unique state law, frees the school system
from most state regulations that typically apply to traditional public schools. In exchange for assuming
greater accountability for results, it allows district leaders to give local school communities freedom and
flexibility to decide what changes their schools need to make in order to achieve their specific goals.
This white paper describes the motivation for Fulton County Schools to seek
charter system status, key features, accomplishments to date, and next steps
in the implementation process.
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A New Law Creates New Opportunities

laws, rules, and regulations pertaining to K-12 education.8
Georgia leaders urged school district leaders across the state
Georgia, like most other states, has adopted more rigorous
to make their decision by carefully reflecting on their system’s
academic standards in an effort to better
student performance data, district goals, and
prepare students for success in college and the
the strategies that the district intended to
workplace.2 At the same time, however, the
The path to developing
pursue to reach these goals – then to choose
state budget climate has become increasingly
the model that best fit these strategies.9
truly innovative and
challenging. The convergence of rising
effective schools relies
expectations and constrained dollars has
The Community Has Its Say
forced district leaders to re-think how they
on one thing: increasing
In early 2010, a cross-functional team in
manage their human, financial, and other
local school autonomy.
Fulton County Schools began scrutinizing
resources.
– FCS Autonomy Handbook
the three management models to evaluate
In 2007, Georgia lawmakers decided that
their potential fit. From the outset, the team
school districts throughout the state should
perceived that the status quo option was
have the freedom to choose what type of management
less desirable given the limited latitude that it provided. As
framework best fit their local needs. The Charter Systems Act
then-superintendent Dr. Cindy Loe commented, “In Fulton
was introduced by Lieutenant Governor Casey Cagle, who
County, we have never been about the status quo.” 10
explained his thinking this way:
The IE2 model was viewed as more promising than the status
Because children learn differently, I believe the best
quo, but it provided less flexibility than the charter system
education happens when local control is prominent
model and also placed less emphasis on parent and community
and innovation and flexibility are embraced. The
input. FCS leaders therefore believed it was a better fit for
Charter Systems Act is a bold step forward in
more centralized school districts than Fulton County with a
history of local decision-making and community involvement
this direction… Built upon the framework already
in the schools.
established in law for charter schools, a Charter

“

”

System frees systems from burdensome state
mandates, allowing communities to define their own
educational system and letting teachers do what we
have hired them to do – teach our children.3
The new Act (codified in Senate Bill 39) would allow entire
school systems to be granted considerable autonomy in
exchange for more accountability for results.
With strong bipartisan support, the Georgia legislature
approved SB 39 in the spring of 2007. As a result of the new
law, every school district across the state was required to notify
the Georgia Department of Education by June 20154 whether
it would:

The reforms being pursued by other Georgia districts that had
become charter systems over the past few years – for example,
pertaining to class sizes, use of time, staffing, and allocation
of financial resources – appealed to FCS leaders. And so, in
March 2010, they announced their intention to explore the
charter system model more fully.
Through an extensive and lengthy community engagement
process led by a senior team of FCS staff, FCS put the
charter system option under the microscope, gathering input
from parents, students, teachers, principals, administrators,

n Continue operating under the rules, processes, and
practices of the Georgia Department of Education –
in other words, maintain the status quo;5
n Become an Investing in Excellence in Education (IE2)
system, thus receiving a moderate degree of systemlevel flexibility;6 or
n Become a charter system (not a system of charter
schools), thereby receiving extensive system- and
school-level flexibility in exchange for agreeing to meet
more rigorous performance targets.7

It was up to each district to decide which management option
was the best fit. The most risk-averse option was to maintain
the status quo; the most significant departure was the charter
system model, which would allow districts to waive most state
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community members, college
and business leaders, and public
officials. In addition to seven
community forums, which
were attended by almost 1,000
participants, the district used
advisory committee meetings,
focus groups, surveys, its website
and parent portal, traditional
and social media, personal
interviews, and other avenues
of communication to collect
feedback on the charter system
concept.
People inside and outside of
the school system were asked
to describe their vision of an “ideal school” in terms of school
culture, curriculum and instruction, use of funds, hiring
of teachers and administrators, and monitoring results and
accountability. Then, they were asked to propose changes that
needed to take place in Fulton County schools to fulfill this
ideal.11 Finally, they were given a detailed explanation of the
charter system model (see Table 1 for a summary) and asked
what they thought about this becoming the vehicle for the
changes they were seeking.

The community engagement process revealed significant
consensus about the changes that Fulton County Schools
needed to make, and about the need for more flexibility
and autonomy to make these changes. The vast diversity
throughout the district meant that each school needed to look
different to meet the needs of its local community. In sum,
there was strong support for becoming a charter system so
that all schools could have the flexibility to customize their
programs.

Table 1: Key Features of the Charter System Model
District-state relationship

The district enters a five-year charter agreement with the state; charter status
is granted to the system as a whole (the district does not become a system of
individual charter schools).

Charter specifics

The charter specifies the operational and instructional innovations and waivers
from state law to be implemented.

Governance

High level of parent/community involvement and school-level governance are
required, with specifics articulated in the charter.

Flexibility elements

Extensive opportunities for district and school-level flexibility. Most state laws
can be waived (Title 20), but some cannot be waived, e.g., unlawful conduct,
open and public meetings/inspection of public records, state assessments.
Federal laws cannot be waived.

Impact on charter schools

Existing conversion charter schools are eligible to join the charter system;
start-up charter schools are not affected.

Accountability

Federal and state accountability measures plus additional system-level
accountability; the charter specifies the performance measures that will
be improved over the term of the contract.

Consequences

Termination of charter status may occur if accountability requirements are not met.

Fiscal impact

Regular funding allocation may be supplemented by additional revenue from
state appropriations

Sources: Fulton County Schools, Charter Systems Forums, PowerPoint presentation [undated],
http://portal.fultonschools.org/CharterSystem/Documents/Charter%20System%20Presentation.pdf;
Georgia Department of Education, School System Flexibility: Overview and Comparison, January 2013,
http://www.gadoe.org/External-Affairs-and-Policy/Policy/Pages/IE2.aspx
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Becoming a charter System
In May 2011, Fulton County Schools welcomed a new
superintendent, Dr. Robert Avossa, who embraced the district’s
decision to follow the charter system path. Over the following
months, staff developed detailed plans for the charter system,
and in October, the leadership team circulated the draft plan
throughout the district for feedback. In mid-November, the
Fulton County Board of Education approved the plan, and
in December, it was submitted to the Georgia Department of
Education for review.
The application began by explaining Fulton County Schools’
motivation to pursue charter system status:
[Our] systemic and measured approach to
improvement has resulted in a strong, effective
school system. However, the pace of improvement
does not meet our expectations. We can improve
at a faster pace to achieve better results for our
students. To do so, we need to streamline some
of our current practices and focus our resources
more effectively.12
We believe that, if allowed to establish targeted and specific
innovations that go beyond current state standards, we will be
able to improve the rate of achievement, both for our students
and for our organization. The avenue to those innovations is
the charter system.
The application also provided details regarding the
performance goals that the district intended to meet, the
innovations that it intended to implement, and the waivers
that it needed from state law to put these changes in place.
In May 2012, the Georgia Department of Education approved
the district’s application, and Fulton County Schools became
one of 16 districts in Georgia that had received charter system
status to date – and the largest by far.
“This is a game-changer,” Superintendent Robert Avossa
emphasized. “Being a charter system will provide

our district more autonomy to do the things that
can really increase student achievement and guide
our continual improvement.
Innovation will flourish
Strategic Plan
while outcomes for our
students will improve.”
2012–17

Building Our Future

Graduation Rate

90% of Fulton students
will graduate on time.

College Readiness
85% of Fulton’s seniors will be
eligible for admission to a University
System of Georgia college or university.

Work readiness
100% of FCS graduates
will be work-ready certified.

The charter system was designed
to be a key enabler of the district’s
five-year strategic plan known as
“Building our Future.” Based on
the analysis of community input
and an ambitious set of goals,

the district developed a comprehensive roadmap to build the
systems and supports required to ensure each school could
deliver customized learning for its students. The charter system
transition, one of 16 strategic initiatives in the strategic plan,
set the foundation for this transformation.

Implementation Begins
Fulton County
Schools officially
became a charter
system on July
1, 2012, and the
implementation
process began
immediately.
To ensure
high-fidelity
deployment
across the
large school
system, FCS
leaders decided
to launch the
initiative in
three cohorts
of schools over
three years. Schools were asked which cohort they wanted
to enter, and factors such as school level, geography, and
perceived “readiness” were taken into consideration.
In the late summer, 20 schools – 11 elementary, 4 middle,
and 5 high schools that were geographically dispersed and
academically varied – were identified for Cohort 1. For
these schools, 2012-2013 would be a planning year, and
implementation would begin in 2013-14. Schools in Cohort
2 will begin their planning year in 2013-2014, and the
remainder will begin in 2014-2015.

Launching the School Governance
councils
Once the schools in the first cohort were identified, the next
step was to start forming the School Governance Councils
(SGCs) for these schools. These local bodies would play a
pivotal role in exercising authority and autonomy at the
school level. As direct representatives of their community, the
SGCs identify the opportunities to innovatively address the
challenges and needs of their school.
Each school’s SGC is composed of a mix of elected and
appointed members:
n Three parents/guardians, elected by parents or
guardians with children enrolled in the school;
n Two teachers, elected by school employees;
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n Two school-based staff, appointed by the principal;
n Two community members, nominated by the principal
and confirmed by the SGC; and

district’s demographics, saw first-hand that when parents were
given an authentic leadership role, they will get involved.

In the months that followed, the SGCs completed their
training requirements, and once they were certified, they were
n High school SGCs would also have two appointed
ready to begin their “real” work. Each SGC was required
student members.
to meet at least six times per year, and its decisions – for
example, concerning the school’s strategic
Preparations for the SGC elections and
plan, budget, and other issues – were to be
training were led by Korynn Schooley,
When the SGC elections
made by majority vote (except for decisions
who headed a new School Flexibility and
regarding implementation of waivers from
were
held
for
the
Governance team in central office. With
state law, which would require a two-thirds
support from a Race To The Top grant
Cohort 1 schools in the
majority). Never before had the schools in
they requested and received from the State
Fulton County undertaken such a thorough,
fall of 2012, every open
of Georgia, Schooley and her colleagues
deliberative process of developing school
developed and disseminated an assortment of
position had at least one
strategic plans and budgets, and with such
resources to support the effective launch of
broad community input.
candidate, and many had
the SGCs. Their work included:
As the SGCs’ work continued throughout
n Providing an in-depth orientation
multiple candidates.
for the principals to prepare them
the planning year, members of the School
to transition to the new governance/
Flexibility and Governance team continued to
management model;
monitor and support their work. On the operational front, for
n Conducting information sessions for the Cohort
example, they ensured that the SGCs were meeting regularly,
1 school communities on the School Governance
complying with Open Meetings and Open Records laws, and
Councils (SGCs), so that they will understand their
limiting themselves to governance rather than crossing the line
structure and purpose, and to prepare them for the
into management. As the SGCs developed their school-level
upcoming election of parent and teacher members;
strategic plans, the School Flexibility and Governance team
n Providing resources to support the election process
made sure they were getting ample input from their school
(e.g., voter guides) and managing the online elections
communities and had access to key school-level data as well
of the parent and teacher SGC members – and runoff
as relevant industry research. They also developed resources
elections, as needed;
to help the
n Developing and conducting training for all SGC
SGCs determine
members, to fulfill the seven-hour training
whether or how
requirement;
to seek waivers
n Providing executive coaching to all principals;
from certain
n Certifying SGCs based on completion of the training;
district rules
and
and regulations
n Developing extensive resources to support the SGCs’
through a newly
ongoing work – for example, sample meeting agendas,
established
school strategic planning resources, materials to help
Request For
members understand school budgets, etc. These
Flexibility (RFF)
resources were all readily accessible on the district
process.
website.
n The principal, who has no vote.

When the SGC elections were held for the Cohort 1 schools
in the fall of 2012, every open position had at least one
candidate, and many had multiple candidates. More than

3,000 people voted in the elections, reflecting a
groundswell of support for this new opportunity
to have a significant voice in school-level decisionmaking. This was an important milestone for the transition.
Conventional wisdom was that parents in low income
communities often don’t engage in leadership roles at their
local schools. The first 20 schools, which closely mirrored the

To further support the School Governance Councils’ work,
SGC facilitators were assigned to individual schools, where
they worked closely with the school principals and SGCs
over time to oversee implementation, provide guidance when
needed, and address the inevitable challenges that arose from
time to time. The facilitators played a crucial role in ensuring
that the vision for school-level autonomy and flexibility
was being realized and was not compromised as a result of
confusion, lack of information, or other problems.
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Clarifying Roles and Responsibilities
Because the new charter system model shifted much
more decision-making to the school level, it was
imperative for FCS administrators to clarify the roles
and responsibilities of the SGCs relative to those of
the school board, superintendent, and central office
staff (Table 2). This ensured that proper checks and
balances were in place – and also ensured that the
changes and practices occurring at the local school
level were well aligned with the systemwide goals
and strategies.

Table 2: FCS Charter System Roles and Responsibilities
Board/Superintendent
• Set systemwide policies
• Drive systemwide best
practices
• Govern/manage school system
and personnel
• Approve school requests for
flexibility (Superintendent)
• Oversee School Governance
Councils
• Set and monitor system
performance goals,
benchmarks

Central Administration
• Provide resources in equitable
manner
• Provide data that SGCs,
School Board, and
Superintendent need for
decision-making
• Oversee and support schoollevel reform strategies
• Review/vet school requests
for flexibility
• Manage federal programs

• Sustain use of Balanced
Scorecard

• Support all schools with
facilities, transportation,
nutrition, etc.

• Retain accountability via
regular reporting to GADOE

• Ensure compliance with
federal laws

School Governance
Councils
• Engage school community
• Approve annual school budget
and resource allocations
• Approve school strategic plan
and updates
• Manage Request For
Flexibility process (requests
for research-based, effective
innovations based on school
strategic plan and goals)
• Interface with school’s Title I
committee
• Provide annual feedback on
principal’s performance
• Participate in hiring new
principal if vacancy occurs

Sources: Fulton County Schools, Fulton County Schools Charter System Framework Freedom and Flexibility with Accountability [undated];
http://portal.fultonschools.org/CharterSystem/Documents/Charter%20System%20Concept%20Summary%20Paper.pdf

New Opportunities for Flexibility
As noted earlier, Fulton County Schools’ interest in the charter
system model was rooted in the opportunities that it provided
for flexibility, innovation, and local school autonomy. The
district’s charter system application had identified a variety of
systemwide innovations that it intended to implement in order
to “maintain academic rigor while bringing practical relevance
to the learning experience.” For example:
n Vary class sizes and times based on students’ needs
(e.g., increasing time in subjects in which students are
less proficient).
n Teach applications of science and math, in addition to
theory, by using professional instructors in addition to
certified teachers.

n Provide credit-bearing internships, apprenticeships and
other real-world experiences for high school students
aligned with their career and academic interests.
n Offer “blended” courses to provide opportunities for
independent, online learning combined with classroom
instruction.
n Create flexible, individualized programs of study
responsive to students’ interests and needs.
n Form partnerships with universities to offer higher-level
courses via distance learning.
n Expand postsecondary opportunities, particularly those
leading to certification in a specific field.
n Create middle school electives involving corporate jobshadowing or community projects.
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Beyond the particular innovations included in the charter, the
district planned to identify and pursue additional innovations
over time, which would be vetted through School Board
work sessions and community meetings. The first year of
the district’s charter system implementation would be spent
considering and developing plans for these innovations,
drawing on the work of national experts and input from
stakeholders.
In addition to the best practices and innovations to be
implemented at the system level, charter system status enabled
individual schools to seek additional waivers – if their strategic
plan so indicated, and if their community approved. District
leaders emphasized to principals and the SGCs that flexibility
should not be sought for its own sake, but rather because it
was aligned with the school’s strategic plan, supported by
research, and needed by its students.
In all cases, when district leadership considered school
requests, the focus was to “get to yes.” In the past, the cost
of transportation would dissuade schools from aggressively
changing their scheduled school day. In the charter system
mindset, district leaders are partners with schools to share
information and work together to find creative solutions.
While wholesale transition might not be cost effective in the
first year, schools and district leaders are thoughtfully mapping
a path forward that respects the constraints of all parties. Still,
district leaders also emphasized that some flexibility requests
might not be granted. For example, the district would retain
control over teacher compensation redesign, as it would not
be desirable to have varying compensation practices from

school to school. In the meantime, district leaders were
partnering with more than 100 teacher leaders to redesign the
compensation system.
To the greatest extent possible, however, FCS leaders were
committed to supporting schools’ authority to make changes
that would better serve the needs of their students.13 To
ensure that the types of freedom and flexibility available to
schools were clearly understood, they developed an Autonomy
Handbook to define the various types of autonomies that
would be available at the system and school level. In all
cases, the district leaders’ goal is to get to “yes” to encourage
continued flexibility and innovation.

Looking Ahead
As the first year of Fulton County’s status as a charter system
came to an end and the second year began, evidence of
progress was widespread. District leaders were not only in
the midst of implementing the initial wave of system-level
flexibilities (see Table 3); they were also continuing to develop
the infrastructure and internal processes needed to support
schools in their individual journeys.
The work of the first group of School Governance Councils
was also gaining traction. By the end of the 2012-2013 school
year, the Cohort 1 SGCs were in the midst of developing their
school strategic plans, which would start to be implemented
in the fall. Meanwhile, preparations for the Cohort 2 SGC
elections were under way, and early signs suggested that
community engagement in the election process would
continue to grow.

Table 3: FCS Charter System Implementation Roadmap
Year 1
(2012-13)

Year 2
(2013-14)

Year 3
(2014-15)

Implement

System

Cohort 1 Schools
Cohort 2 Schools
Cohort 3 Schools

Develop supporting infrastructure and
processes, funding strategies, early flexibility
options

Planning Year

Elect and train SGCs,
prepare principals

Implement

Year 4
(2015-16)

Year 5
(2016-17)

Monitor

Measure

Monitor

Measure

and adjust

Request Flexibility

Implement

Planning Year

Request Flexibility

Implement

Planning Year

Request Flexibility

as needed

Elect and train SGCs,
prepare principals

as needed

Elect and train SGCs,
prepare principals

and adjust

as needed

Sources: Fulton County Schools, Fulton County Schools Charter System Framework Freedom and Flexibility with Accountability [undated];
http://portal.fultonschools.org/CharterSystem/Documents/Charter%20System%20Concept%20Summary%20Paper.pdf
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Central office staff continued to develop and refine resources to support
the work taking place at the school level. One promising new project was a
new knowledge management system being developed under the leadership
of a senior manager within the Division of Strategy and Innovation. This
would ultimately be the repository for research, best practices, and extensive
resources not just from Fulton County Schools, but from across the country
and far beyond.
To spur innovation, the district created a “seed fund” from the $7.8 million
that the State of Georgia created to support the charter systems. Directed by
the Fulton Education Foundation (FEF), a nonprofit organization governed
by a volunteer board of local business leaders and executives, the seed fund
will begin awarding grants in early 2014 to Cohort 1 schools that complete
the application process. Over the next three years, approximately $2
million will be awarded to each of the district’s four learning communities
to fund innovative programs. The idea was to provide quick wins in the
form of financial support to governance councils that thought creatively
about addressing their challenges. The State has committed in legislation to
contributing $4 million a year to this fund.
As a result of all of these efforts combined, the leaders of Fulton County
Schools expect the charter system to have a transformative impact not just
on every school and every employee, but on virtually every aspect of the
district’s work. What these changes will be depends to a great extent on the
types of innovations envisioned and pursued by local school communities.
As the implementation process continues, new programs and practices will
begin to blossom across the school system, demonstrating the tremendous
possibilities that exist when local schools have the freedom and flexibility to
decide the best ways to achieve their goals and respond to the unique needs
of their communities.

Charter System Timetable
Fall 2010

Fulton County Schools begins community
engagement process to decide which
management model to pursue: charter
system, “IE2”, or status quo.

May 2011

Robert Avossa becomes new
superintendent.

Early 2011

FCS school board reviews community
input and endorses charter system model.

Oct. 2011

Draft FCS charter system plans are
circulated for community feedback.

Dec. 2011

FCS charter system application is
submitted to GADOE.

May 2012

The application is approved.

Fall 2012

FCS launches Cohort 1 of the
charter system with 20 schools.

Nov. 2012

Elections for Cohort 1 School
Governance Councils (SGCs) –
parent and teacher seats.

Dec 2012 – Training for Cohort 1 SGCs;
Spring 2013 development of resources to
support SGCs’ work.
Feb. 2013

Cohort 1 SGCs are certified after
completing training and begin meeting to
develop school strategic plans and budgets.

Fall 2013

Cohort 1 SGCs continue meeting,
overseeing implementation school strategic
plan, and managing Request for Flexibility
process; FCS launches Cohort 2, preparing
for SGC elections in November.

Endnotes:
1
Fulton County Schools, Autonomy Handbook, 2013.
2
Georgia is one of 45 states that have adopted the Common Core standards. For more information, see: x.
3
Lt. Governor Casey Cagle, as cited in: Georgia Lt. Governor Casey Cagle, Charter Systems Act [undated],
http://ltgov.georgia.gov/sites/ltgov.georgia.gov/files/imported/vgn/images/portal/cit_11783501/150752569Charter%20Systems%20-%20RLGA%20document.pdf
4
The initial notification deadline of June 2013 was later extended to 2015.
5
Legal reference: O.C.G.A. §20-2-80.
6
Legal reference: O.C.G.A. §20-2-80 through §20-2-84.3.
7
Legal reference: O.C.G.A. §20-2-2080 through §20-2-2095.1.
8
State rules and regulations that could be waived included those governing class size, expenditure controls, certification, and salary schedule requirements.
Some state laws, rules, and regulations could not be waived, though, such as those related to health and safety. Federal laws could also not be waived.
9
Georgia Department of Education, School System Flexibility: Overview and Comparison, PowerPoint presentation, Updated January 2013.
http://www.gadoe.org/External-Affairs-and-Policy/Policy/Pages/IE2.aspx
10
Nancy Badertscher, “Fulton Schools Open to Charter Idea,” Atlanta Journal-Constitution, August 23, 2010.
11
Students were asked slightly different questions, such as what made them enjoy their school learning experience and what they felt could be improved.
12
Fulton County Schools, Charter System Application, December 2011.
13
This would be achieved through a Request For Flexibility system, monitored by central office staff, to ensure that only research-based and effective
innovations will be implemented at the school-level to improve student achievement and reach school goals.

Additional materials and resources on Fulton County Schools’ charter system implementation
are available at: http://portal.fultonschools.org/chartersystem/Pages/Default.aspx.
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