
 

 

 

April 10, 2014 
Dear Secretary Murphy, 
  
I am writing to offer my support for the four applications that have been recommended for 
approval by the Charter School Accountability Committee. As Executive Director of the Delaware 
Charter Schools Network, I represent a community that believes that every Delaware child deserves 
the opportunity for an excellent public education. To achieve this, all schools in our public 
education system must be excellent. We believe these schools will add unique value to Delaware 
because of their innovative methodology. In the case of two of them, a strong track record of 
success for kids thereby adding excellent public education options for more of our children to 
choose from and have an opportunity to attend. 
 
While I understand the concerns recently voiced in public comment, it is not in the best interest of 
our children to continue lacking high quality options in education.  Our law prescribes that both the 
positive and negative impact to a community be taken into consideration when a decision is made 
to open a new charter school.  The Red Clay Consolidated School District expressed their view that a 
fiscal impact could occur for their district, however, where the law allows limited consideration of 
impact, the authorizer must first determine these schools would not be in the best interest of the 
community to be served, including the children likely to attend the charter schools and those likely 
to attend traditional public schools. Red Clay has not and could not make that showing here. 
  
One of the challenges we face in the charter community is how to grow high performing charter 
schools in a way that is both responsible to our students and cognizant of our district peers. And 
while we may continue to struggle to find the answer to this, we can’t afford to wait.  
In addition, the concerns raised that the newly proposed charter schools lack wholly unique and 
high quality education couldn’t be farther from the truth and I’d like to address it, because it’s 
important for our kids that we really understand what these schools offer.  
 
Mapleton Charter School uses the Expeditionary Learning Model and their school will be a 
cornerstone of the Town of Whitehall, a planned development on Route 1 adjacent to St. Georges 
Vo-Tech. We like the vision for the town and the school, as well as the thoughtful planning and 
methodology being used to achieve it. They plan all of a community’s needs, from retail to 
residential, so that everything in the community including the school is within walking distance. 
This is bringing us back to the towns of old with careful consideration of the needs of the area and 
the families who will call this place their own. 
 
DE STEM Academy will also use a unique method, the New Tech Network model, currently 
exercised by only one other school in the state. This school has the backing of several statewide 
companies in the STEM field who know what companies are looking for in the next generation of 
workers. There is a lack of skilled workers in the STEM fields. DE STEM Academy would focus on 
project-based engineering and environmental science programs, not normally featured in other 
STEM programs. The methodology and the particular STEM focus this school offers is not like any of 
our other programs or schools in the state. 
 



 

 

I have had the opportunity to visit the two existing schools that are looking to replicate their 
successful models here, Freire Charter School in Philadelphia and Great Oaks Charter School in 
Newark. These schools are performing amazingly for kids in their respective cities—children with 
very similar demographics and life challenges as ours here. To be clear, there is nothing like either 
school model in Delaware.  
 
Great Oaks Charter School uses a tutor-based model that no school in Delaware currently offers. 
Each child has a tutor to work with every day for at least two hours a day, specifically around Math 
and ELA. This tutor knows them, their strengths and weaknesses, their individualized learning style 
and needs, and their family. Due to this high intensity tutor model, the school can accommodate 
larger class sizes, to allow for better allocation of salary funding to hiring experienced, Master 
teachers.  
 
The founding group is also unique in our charter world, as they bring background and experience in 
charter school authorizing, board governance, and school leadership.  They know what it takes to 
run a school, how accountability works from an  authorizer’s perspective, and what it means to be 
part of a portfolio of schools  meeting the needs of  a community. The tutors are required to live 
within walking distance of the school, which will add a much needed economic and youthful boost 
to our city.  
 
Freire Charter School is on the cutting edge of one of the fastest growing negative trends in 
schools today: bullying. I’ve been to Freire and I can tell you that the non-violence policy is not what 
it’s being made out to be—a mechanism to rid the school of troublesome students—but rather an 
earnest appeal from the students themselves to attend a safe school. The students wrote the policy. 
They took responsibility for their own education and their own safety.  
 
What is so unique about their non-violence policy is the tremendous amount of support that is 
provided for children.  This is not a “gotcha” policy. This is a well thought-out school culture in 
which new students are given a thorough orientation to the policies and beliefs of the school when 
admitted. They have anger management and conflict resolution classes, along with student peer 
mediators and family therapists on site. Their leadership roles are customized to teaching, learning 
and instruction so that none are overly taxed and each can focus on their specific area: Deans of 
Discipline, “Head of the School”, and “Heart of the School.”   
 
Additionally, they have an amazing yearly event called “Take Back the City”' (see a Newsworks 
video of this year's event here); and counselors for every grade level to help kids navigate college 
and contemplate their futures. When I was there, I had the pleasure of meeting one of the student 
mediators (designated by the t-shirt that she was wearing that said 'student mediator'). She 
explained that she was there to help any student with any concern at any time. The philosophy at 
Freire is to “sweat the small stuff”- they look for the little things to catch early so problems don't 
escalate. They believe, as Paolo Freire did, that students are learners and teachers and that they 
must take responsibility for their education and be active participants in it. We have nothing like 
this in Delaware and our kids deserve this kind of respect. What amazing things could happen for 
our kids if they were given the skills that many adults struggle with- conflict resolution and how to 
deal with anger and frustration without violence. What a world it would be if we helped our kids 

http://www.newsworks.org/index.php/local/the-latest/66429-a-lesson-in-empathy-freire-charter-students-qtake-back-the-cityq


 

 

learn these crucial skills early on in life and saved them the heartache of having to learn them on 
their own, if at all. 
 
As a non-voting member of the Charter School Accountability Committee, I went through this 
process with all of the applicants. I know the committee did their due diligence to ensure that all of 
the legally required criteria were met by the four recommended applications.  
 
But what you can't see in an application is the student rushing up to her teacher with an  acceptance 
letter to an exclusive college that she never dreamed she could get into (and the full four year 
scholarship to go along with it),  or the smile of a  child  sitting with his tutor, who really 
understands his struggles.  I want these great moments for our kids too. I want a planned 
community that has a school at the heart. I want our kids to have more opportunities to learn a 
different kind of STEM to help them fill job openings that have gone unfilled for years.  
 
What I want more than anything though, is for all Delaware schools to provide an excellent 
education for all kids and to see all schools work together to perfect and replicate great innovative 
ideas that work for our children. To have that, we need to continue to foster innovation in our 
charter schools and continue to find ways to offer flexibility for traditional schools to work 
innovatively as well. We have to put the best interest of the children in front of us and collaborate 
on how to make that a reality. We have to provide choices that allow for the very different 
individualized learning styles of all children to be met.  
 
So with utmost respect for the decisions that you have to make, I ask that you approve these four 
applicants and ask for the assent of the State Board of Education so that they can join us in this 
valuable work here in Delaware, and we can all work together to make these dreams a reality for 
our children and our future. 
 
Thank you, 
 
Kendall Massett 
Executive Director 
Delaware Charter Schools Network 
 
 
 
 

 


