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State Board of Education Meeting
August 17, 2020

FINDINGS AND RECOMMENDATION REPORT
OF THE EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR

Pursuant to Tennessee Code Annotated (T.C.A.) § 49-13-108, sponsors proposing to open a new
charter school may appeal the denial of their amended application by a local board of education to the
State Board of Education (State Board). On June 22, 2020, the sponsors of Gaffney Athletic Preparatory
Academy (GAPA) appealed the denial of its amended application by the Monroe County Schools (MCS)
Board of Education to the State Board.
Based on the following procedural history, findings of fact, and Review Committee Report
attached hereto, I believe that the decision to deny the GAPA amended application was not “contrary to
the best interests of the students, LEA, or community.” 1 Therefore, I recommend that the State Board
affirm the decision of MCS to deny the amended application for GAPA.
STANDARD OF REVIEW
Pursuant to T.C.A. § 49-13-108 and State Board policy 2.500, State Board staff and an independent
charter application review committee (Review Committee) conducted a de novo, on the record review of
the GAPA amended application. In accordance with the Tennessee Department of Education’s charter
application scoring rubric, “applications that do not meet or exceed the standard in all sections (academic
plan design and capacity, operations plan and capacity, financial plan and capacity, and, if applicable, past
performance) . . . will be deemed not ready for approval.” 2 In addition, the State Board is required to hold
a public hearing in the district where the proposed charter school seeks to locate. 3

T.C.A. § 49-13-108.
Tennessee Charter School Application Evaluation Rubric – Ratings and Sample Scoring Criteria, pg. 1.
3
T.C.A. § 49-13-108. Due to the public health emergency, the public hearing was held virtually.
1
2

In order to overturn the decision of the local board of education, the State Board must find that
the local board’s decision to deny the amended charter application was contrary to the best interests of
the students, LEA, or community.4 Because GAPA is proposing to locate in a school district that does not
contain a school on the current or last preceding priority school list, the State Board has the ability to
affirm the local board’s decision to deny or to the remand the decision to the local board of education
with written instructions for approval of the charter.
PROCEDURAL HISTORY
1. On December 3, 2019, the Sponsor submitted a letter of intent to MCS expressing its intention to
file a charter school application.
2. The Sponsor submitted its initial application for GAPA to MCS on February 3, 2020. MCS
assembled a review committee to review and score the GAPA application.
3. On April 6, 2020, the MCS Board of Education and its review committee held a capacity interview
with the Sponsor during its scheduled workshop.
4. The MCS review committee recommended denial of the GAPA initial application.
5. On April 9, 2020, the MCS Board of Education voted to deny the GAPA initial application based
upon the review committee’s recommendation.
6. The Sponsor amended and resubmitted its application for GAPA to MCS on May 18, 2020.
7. MCS’s review committee reviewed and scored the GAPA amended application and again
recommended denial.
8. On June 11, 2020, based on the MCS review committee recommendation, the MCS Board of
Education voted to deny the GAPA amended application.
9. The Sponsor appealed the denial of the GAPA amended application in writing to the State Board
on June 22, 2020, including submission of all required documents per State Board policy 2.500.
10. The State Board’s Review Committee independently analyzed and scored the GAPA amended
application using the Tennessee Department of Education’s charter application scoring rubric.
11. On July 16, 2020, the State Board staff held a virtual public hearing. At the public hearing, the
Executive Director, sitting as the State Board’s designee, heard presentations from the Sponsor
and MCS and took public comment regarding the GAPA application.
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12. The State Board’s Review Committee conducted a capacity interview with the founding board of
GAPA and key members of the leadership team on July 30, 2020. Due to the COVID-19 public
health emergency, the capacity interview was held virtually.
13. After the capacity interview, the State Board’s Review Committee determined a final consensus
rating of the GAPA amended application, which served as the basis for the Review Committee
Recommendation Report, attached hereto as Exhibit A.
FINDINGS OF FACT
•

District Denial of Application.

The review committee assembled by MCS to review and score the GAPA initial and amended
applications consisted of the following individuals:
Name
Lee Anne Strickland
Dr. DeAnna McClendon
Kristi Windsor
Trey Ferguson
Libby Hicks
Dr. Lon Shoopman
Rev. Gale Miller
Shauna Bowers
Debi Tipton
Brooke Johannsen
Marsha Standridge
Janie Evans
Mike Martin
Justin Miller
Shawn Yates
Phillip Carrol
Megan Bushey
Bradley Ogle
Sandra Blair
Lisa Arden
Kelly Robinson
Charlie Lee
John Ridgell
Dewitt Upton
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Title
Executive Director of Federal Programs and Academics, MCS
Director of Schools, MCS
Assistant Director of Schools, MCS
Supervisor of Exceptional Education, MCS
Finance Director, MCS
Monroe County Community Member
Monroe County Community Member
Supervisor of Instruction K-8, MCS (Academic Plan) 5
Sequoyah High School Principal, MCS (Academic Plan)
Attendance & Student Management Coordinator, MCS (Academic Plan)
School Board Member, MCS (Academic Plan)
School Board Member, MCS (Academic Plan)
Sweetwater High School Athletic Director, MCS (Academic Plan)
Sequoyah High School Athletic Director, MCS (Academic Plan)
Tellico Plains High School Athletic Director, MCS (Academic Plan)
Maintenance Supervisor, MCS (Operations Plan)
Maintenance Secretary, MCS (Operations Plan)
Director of Technology, MCS (Operations Plan)
Administrative Assistant; Finance & Personnel Coordinator, MCS
(Operations and Financial Plans)
Nutrition Supervisor, MCS (Operations Plan)
Instructional Technology Coach, MCS (Operations Plan)
Transportation Director, MCS (Operations Plan)
School Board Member, MCS (Operations Plan)
School Board Member, MCS (Operations Plan)

These review committee members only reviewed and scored the portion of the application noted in parentheses.
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Sharon Freeman
Eric Weaver
Gail Sensibaugh
Courtney Viar
Sonya Lynn
Jason Miller
Jo Cagle
Russel Harris

School Board Member, MCS (Operations Plan)
Sweetwater High School Principal, MCS (Operations Plan)
Accountant, MCS (Financial Plan)
Assistant Director of Finance, Monroe County Finance Office (Financial
Plan)
School Board Member, MCS (Financial Plan)
School Board Member, MCS (Financial Plan)
School Board Member, MCS (Financial Plan)
Tellico Plains High School Principal, MCS (Financial Plan)

The MCS review committee found that each of the three sections of the GAPA initial application
failed to meet the standard of the state rubric for approval. After the MCS review committee completed
its review and scoring of the initial application, its recommendation was presented to the MCS Board of
Education on April 9, 2020. Based on the review committee’s recommendation, the MCS Board of
Education voted to deny the initial application of GAPA.
Upon resubmission, the MCS review committee reviewed the GAPA amended application and
found that the GAPA amended application again failed to meet the standard of the state rubric for
approval. 6
After the MCS review committee completed its review and scoring of the amended application,
its recommendation was presented to the MCS Board of Education on June 11, 2020. Based on this
recommendation, the MCS Board of Education voted to deny the amended application of GAPA.
•

State Board Charter Application Review Committee’s Evaluation of the Application

Following the denial of the GAPA amended application and subsequent appeal to the State Board,
State Board staff assembled a diverse Review Committee of internal and external experts to
independently evaluate and score the GAPA amended application. This Review Committee consisted of
the following individuals:
Name
Ali Gaffey
Michelle Doane
Chad Fletcher
Nate Parker

Title
Deputy Director of Charter Schools, State Board of Education
Independent Education Consultant
Federal Programs Supervisor, Bedford County Schools
Coordinator of Policy and Federal Programs, State Board of Education

The Review Committee conducted an initial review and scoring of the GAPA amended application,
a capacity interview with the Sponsor, and a final evaluation and scoring of the amended application
resulting in a consensus rating for each major section. The Review Committee’s consensus rating of the
GAPA amended application was as follows:

6

Please see Exhibit B for a copy of the final review committee rubric.
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Sections
Academic Plan Design and Capacity
Operations Plan and Capacity

Rating
DOES NOT MEET STANDARD
DOES NOT MEET STANDARD

Financial Plan and Capacity

DOES NOT MEET STANDARD

The Review Committee recommended that the application for GAPA be denied because the
Sponsor failed to provide sufficient evidence in the academic, operational, and financial sections that the
application met the required criteria of the state rubric.
The Review Committee found the academic plan presented by the Sponsor lacked a
comprehensive academic focus, measurable student achievement goals, and a plan to monitor student
performance. Additionally, the application did not adequately describe how the school would serve its
special populations and at-risk students. Furthermore, the application lacked a compelling marketing,
recruitment, and enrollment plan.
The Review Committee further determined the operations plan did not provide a realistic startup plan, including how the Sponsor would recruit its staff in Year 0. In addition, the application lacked a
finalized transportation plan, which significantly impacts the Sponsor’s student recruitment plan and
budget. Lastly, the Review Committee found the application failed to provide a comprehensive plan for
renovations of the selected facility as well as a timeline for preparing the campus to serve its students.
The financial plan presented by the Sponsor provided the Review Committee with little evidence
of a complete, realistic, and viable five (5) year operating budget. The Review Committee found the
budget significantly underestimated costs, omitted essential budget line items, and was misaligned within
several key areas of the application narrative. Furthermore, the Review Committee found that the
Sponsor lacked a fundamental understanding of the Basic Education Program (BEP), provided minimal
evidence for how the school would manage funding for students enrolled from outside of the district and
was unable to describe how inter-district enrollment would impact the budget. In totality, the Review
Committee was unable to find sufficient evidence of a sound financial plan for the school.
In summary, the Review Committee determined that the Sponsor did not provide sufficient
evidence in the academic, operational, and financial sections of the GAPA amended application to meet
the required rubric ratings for approval. The capacity interview with the Sponsor did not provide further
clarification that would have resulted in a higher rating. Therefore, the Review Committee recommended
that the GAPA application be denied.
For additional information regarding the Review Committee’s evaluation of the amended
application, please see Exhibit A for the complete Review Committee Report, which is fully incorporated
herein by reference.
•

Public Hearing
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Pursuant to statute 7 and State Board policy 2.500, a public hearing chaired by the Executive
Director was held virtually on July 16, 2020. MCS’s presentation at the public hearing focused on the
deficiencies found by the MCS review committee in four (4) key areas: insufficient funding, inadequate
facilities, transportation, and lack of need for an additional school in the community. Specifically, MCS
outlined concerns with the school’s budget, noting that the budget did not account for numerous staff
positions that were discussed in the application. Additionally, MCS noted concerns that the pay scale
proposed by the Sponsor was not competitive or consistent across the application and that the school
was unable to present a financial contingency plan. MCS also argued that the facility proposed by the
school required extensive renovations to be brought up to code, and that none of the renovation costs
were accounted for in the budget. Additionally, MCS revealed liens against the proposed facility that were
also not accounted for in the budget. MCS explained that the transportation plan for the school was not
realistic as it proposed busing students from both Chattanooga and Knoxville to Monroe County, which
MCS noted would require students to likely exceed state-mandated requirements for maximum time in
transit on a school bus. Finally, with regard to a lack of need in the community, MCS highlighted that it is
a rural district consisting of 5,200 students, it is a Tennessee Value Added Assessment System (TVAAS)
level 5 district, and that Sequoyah High School, a state Reward school, is currently under capacity and
located only 3.7 miles away from the proposed charter high school. In addition to these statistics, MCS
representatives stated that the district has seen an enrollment decline over the last ten years and that the
proposed school’s enrollment projections were not realistic given this fact, especially since the school was
planning to market itself as a school specifically for athletic enthusiasts.
In response to MCS, the Sponsor highlighted their unique model, stating they would be the
nation’s first charter high school focused on careers in sports, utilizing concepts of science, technology,
engineering, and math (STEM) through the lens of athletics. The Sponsor stated that they did not
determine a need for the school in the Madisonville community; however, they chose the location of the
former Hiawassee College as it served their vision for the school and would be an investment in the
Monroe County and Madisonville community. The Sponsor researched enrollment in the east Tennessee
counties surrounding the proposed facility and found it to be centrally located between Knoxville and
Chattanooga, which would allow them to recruit students from outside Monroe County to attend the
school. Further, the Sponsor recognized that as a small district they may not see a large percentage of
students from within Monroe County enroll in the school (they estimated between 15-40% in-district
students 8) but would like to work with MCS as a partner to bring economic development to the area.
Additionally, the Sponsor stated it could be flexible with its staffing and teaching positions if actual
enrollment was lower than its projections and acknowledged one of its biggest challenges in the first year
would be figuring out transportation for students from outside of the district.
A portion of the public hearing was dedicated to taking public comment, which was read aloud by
State Board staff. Two (2) public comments were received, one (1) in support of the school and one (1)
opposed to the school’s approval. The State Board also provided a window for members of the public to

7
8

T.C.A. § 49-13-108(b)(4).
This percentage conflicted with the percentage range contained within the application.

6

submit written comments. The State Board received fifteen (15) comments in support of the school and
two (2) comments opposed to the school’s approval.
•

Alignment of Monroe County Schools’ Application Process to State Board Quality Authorizing
Standards

State Board staff collected and analyzed detailed information regarding MCS’s application review
process to determine alignment with State Board Quality Authorizing Standards as set forth in State Board
policy 6.111. At the public hearing, State Board staff questioned MCS regarding its application process and
alignment to the Quality Authorizing Standards. MCS articulated that its application process is fair,
transparent, and focused on quality with rigorous criteria for approval. As evidence of this, MCS pointed
to their use of the State Charter Application, the formation of a review committee made up of both
internal and external experts trained on the process to evaluate each application, and hosting a capacity
interview with the applicant to ensure a fair review.9 Additionally, as this was the first application received
by MCS, members of the review committee consulted with other districts who currently serve as charter
school authorizers for advice on running an application process. Based on the information presented by
MCS, the district’s process appears in alignment with State Board Quality Authorizing Standards.
ANALYSIS
State law requires the State Board to review the decision of the local board of education and
determine whether the denial of the proposed charter school was contrary to the “best interests of the
students, LEA, or community.” 10 In addition, pursuant to T.C.A. § 49-13-108, the State Board adopted
Quality Charter Authorizing Standards set forth in State Board policy 6.111 and utilizes these standards to
review charter applications received upon appeal. One such standard is to maintain high but attainable
standards for approving charter applications. In making my recommendation to the Board, I have
considered the Review Committee’s Report, the documentation submitted by both the Sponsor and MCS,
the arguments made by both the Sponsor and MCS at the public hearing, and the public comments
received by State Board staff and conclude as follows:
The Review Committee’s report and recommendations are thorough, citing specific examples in
the application and referencing information gained at the capacity interview in support of its findings. For
the reasons explicated in the report, I agree that the GAPA amended application did not rise to the level
of meeting or exceeding the standards required for approval.
Given the great responsibility of educating students and the amount of public funds entrusted to
a charter school that is approved by a local district, the State Board expects that only those schools that
have demonstrated a high likelihood of success and meet or exceed the required criteria in all areas will
If MCS conducts additional charter application reviews in the future, State Board staff recommends that MCS
create a review committee that does not include all members of the local board of education. While it is important
for the local board of education to be involved in the charter application review process, it is also important that
the district maintains clear lines of authority between the review committee, which is responsible for reviewing
and recommending approval or denial of the application, and the ultimate decision-making authority of the local
board of education based upon the information presented by the review committee.
10
T.C.A. § 49-13-108.
9

7

be authorized. It is readily apparent that the Sponsor is passionate about bringing a unique option to
students in East Tennessee and that there exists support for an organization that is willing to take over
and revitalize the former Hiawassee College campus in Madisonville. However, I agree with the Review
Committee’s assessment that the application as a whole lacked a coherent academic plan, recruitment
strategy, transportation plan, and financial planning necessary to merit approval. Specifically, the Sponsor
was unable to specify the curriculum it would use, the timeline for selection of a curriculum, or how the
two (2) curriculum choices it was considering would support the proposed STEM/athletic focus of the
school. Additionally, the Sponsor did not demonstrate how it would meet the needs of all learners,
especially students with disabilities, English learner (EL) students, and other at-risk student populations,
and did not demonstrate a strong understanding of the legal requirements to serve special education and
EL students. The Sponsor’s academic plan also lacked clarity on how the ambitious enrollment projections
would be met. When asked by the Review Committee for additional details about the plan to recruit
students from a variety of cities and towns throughout East Tennessee, the Sponsor stated they did not
plan to actively recruit students but would rely on generated interest in the school through word of mouth
and media attention. Given the rural location of the school and the declining enrollment in the area, there
is no evidence that this plan will be viable or sufficient to meet the school’s enrollment projections.
Additionally, the Sponsor did not provide a realistic start-up plan, including how the Sponsor
would recruit and train staff. The application also lacked a finalized transportation plan, which significantly
impacts the student recruitment plan and budget. The Sponsor similarly failed to provide a comprehensive
plan for renovations of its facility, anticipated costs, as well as a timeline for preparing the campus to
serve students. Finally, the budget provided by the Sponsor significantly underestimated costs, omitted
essential budget line items, and was misaligned with several areas of the application narrative. Moreover,
the Review Committee found the Sponsor lacked a fundamental understanding of the Basic Education
Program (BEP) and was able to provide only minimal explanation of how the school would manage funding
for students enrolled from outside of the district as well as how inter-district enrollment would impact
budget projections. Each of these concerns amounted to a lack of compelling evidence of a sound financial
plan for the school. A quality authorizer requires all applications to present evidence of a solvent and
sustainable budget and contingency financial plans, and the applicant did not present clear and convincing
evidence that it meets this standard for approval.
Therefore, because the application did not meet the standard for approval in the academic,
operational, or financial sections of the state rubric, I cannot recommend that the State Board approve
the Sponsor’s amended application.
CONCLUSION
For these reasons, and for the reasons stated in the Review Committee Report attached hereto
as Exhibit A, I do not believe that the decision to deny the amended application for Gaffney Athletic
Preparatory Academy was contrary to the best interests of the students, the LEA, or the community.
Therefore, I recommend that the State Board affirm the decision of MCS to deny the amended application
for Gaffney Athletic Preparatory Academy.
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Dr. Sara Morrison, Executive Director
State Board of Education

8/17/2020
Date
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EXHIBIT A
Charter Application Review Committee Recommendation Report
August 7, 2020

School Name: Gaffney Athletic Preparatory Academy (GAPA)
Sponsor: Sports University International, Inc.
Proposed Location of School: Monroe County Schools
Evaluation Team:
Michelle Doane
Chad Fletcher
Ali Gaffey
Nate Parker

This recommendation report is based on a template from the National Association of Charter School
Authorizers.

© 2014 National Association of Charter School Authorizers (NACSA)
This document carries a Creative Commons license, which permits noncommercial re-use of content when proper attribution is provided. This
means you are free to copy, display and distribute this work, or include content from the application in derivative works, under the following
conditions:
Attribution You must clearly attribute the work to the National Association of Charter School Authorizers, and provide a link back to the
publication at http://www.qualitycharters.org/.
Noncommercial You may not use this work for commercial purposes, including but not limited to any type of work for hire, without explicit
prior permission from NACSA.
Share Alike If you alter, transform, or build upon this work, you may distribute the resulting work only under a license identical to this one.
For the full legal code of this Creative Commons license, please visit www.creativecommons.org. If you have any questions about citing or
reusing NACSA content, please contact us.
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Introduction
Tennessee Code Annotated (T.C.A.) § 49-13-108 allows the sponsor of a public charter school to
appeal the denial of an application by the local board of education to the State Board of Education. In
accordance with T.C.A. § 49-13-108, the State Board of Education shall conduct a de novo, on the record
review of the proposed charter school’s application, and the State Board of Education has adopted
national and state authorizing standards. As laid out in State Board Policy 6.200 - Core Authorizing
Principles, the State Board is committed to implementing these authorizing standards that are aligned
with the core principles of charter school authorizing, including setting high standards for the approval of
charter schools in its portfolio.
In accordance with T.C.A. § 49-13-108, the State Board adopted State Board Policy 6.111 - Quality
Charter Authorizing Standards. The State Board has aligned the charter school appeal process to these
high standards to ensure that the well-being and interests of students are the fundamental value
informing all State Board actions and decisions. The State Board publishes clear timelines and
expectations for applicants, engages highly competent teams of internal and external evaluators to review
all applications, and maintains rigorous criteria for the approval of a charter school. Annually, the State
Board evaluates its work to ensure its alignment to national and state standards for quality authorizing
and implements improvement when necessary.
The State Board of Education’s charter application review process is outlined in T.C.A. § 49-13108, State Board Policy 2.500 – Charter School Appeals, and State Board Policy 6.300 – Application Review.
The State Board assembled a charter application review committee comprised of highly qualified internal
and external evaluators with relevant and diverse expertise to evaluate each application. The State Board
provided training to all review committee members to ensure consistent standards and fair treatment of
all applications.

Overview of the Evaluation Process
The State Board of Education’s charter application review committee developed this
recommendation report based on three key stages of review:
1. Evaluation of the Proposal: The review committee independently reviewed the amended charter
application, attachments, and budget submitted by the sponsor. After an independent review,
the review committee collectively identified the main strengths, concerns, and weaknesses as
well as developed specific questions for the applicant in the three sections of the application:
Academic Plan Design and Capacity, Operations Plan and Capacity, and Financial Plan and
Capacity.
2. Capacity Interview: Based on the independent and collective review of the application, the review
committee conducted a 90-minute virtual interview with the sponsor, members of the proposed
founding board, and identified school leader (if applicable) to address the concerns, weaknesses,
and questions identified in the application, and to assess the capacity to execute the application’s
overall plan.
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3. Consensus Judgment: At the conclusion of the review of the application and the capacity
interview, the committee submitted a final rubric and developed a consensus regarding a rating
for each section of the application.
This recommendation report includes the following information:
1. Summary of the application: A brief description of the applicant’s proposed academic, operations,
and financial plans.
2. Summary of the recommendation: A brief summary of the overall recommendation for the
application.
3. Analysis of each section of the application: An analysis of the three sections of the application and
the capacity of the team to execute the plan as described in the application.
a. Academic Plan Design and Capacity: school mission and goals; enrollment summary;
school development; academic focus and plan; academic performance standards; high
school graduation standards (if applicable); assessments; school schedule; special
populations and at-risk students; school culture and discipline; marketing, recruitment,
and enrollment; community involvement and parent engagement; and the capacity to
implement the proposed plan.
b. Operations Plan and Capacity: governance; start-up plan; facilities; personnel/human
capital; professional development; insurance; transportation (if applicable); food service;
additional operations (if applicable); waivers; and the capacity to implement the
proposed plan.
c. Financial Plan and Capacity: budget narrative; budget; cash flow projections; related
assumptions; financial policies and procedures; and the capacity to implement the
proposed plan.
The State Board’s charter application review committee utilized the Tennessee Department of
Education’s Charter School Application Evaluation Ratings and Sample Scoring Criteria (the rubric), which
is used by all local boards of education when evaluating an application. The rubric states:
An application that merits a recommendation for approval should
present a clear, realistic picture of how the school expects to operate; be
detailed in how this school will raise student achievement; and inspire
confidence in the applicant’s capacity to successfully implement the
proposed academic and operational plans. In addition to meeting the
criteria that are specific to that section, each part of the proposal should
align with the overall mission, budget, and goals of the application.
The evaluators used the following criteria and guidance from the scoring rubric to rate
applications:
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Rating
Meets or Exceeds Standard

Partially Meets Standard
Does Not Meet Standard

Characteristics
The response reflects a thorough understanding of key issues. It
clearly aligns with the mission and goals of the school. The
response includes specific and accurate information that shows
thorough preparation.
The response meets the criteria in some aspects, but lacks
sufficient detail and/or requires additional information in one or
more areas.
The response is significantly incomplete; demonstrates lack of
preparation; is unsuited to the mission and vision of the district
or otherwise raises significant concerns about the viability of the
plan or the applicant’s ability to carry it out.
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Summary of the Application
School Name: Gaffney Athletic Preparatory Academy (GAPA)
Sponsor: Sports University International, Inc.
Proposed Location of School: Monroe County Schools
Mission: 1 The mission of GAPA, a T.E.A.M.S. (Technology, Engineering, Athletics, Mathematics, and
Science) Academy, is to create a culture where experiential learning opportunities will engage and prepare
sports enthusiasts for college, careers, and life by using the T.E.A.M.S. learning model. This model will help
to ensure that every sports enthusiast is able to embrace teamwork, to develop problem-solving skills,
and to become a champion through the creative process of receiving a high-quality education and college
readiness preparation.
Number of Schools Currently in Operation by Sponsor: 0
Proposed Enrollment: 2
Grade Level

Year 1
(2021)

Year 2
(2022)

Year 3
(2023)

Year 4
(2024)

9
10
11
12
Total

175
0
0
0
175

175
175
0
0
350

175
175
175
0
525

175
175
175
175
700

Year 5 – At
Capacity
(2025)
200
200
200
200
800

Brief Description of the Application:
Sports University International, Inc. is proposing to open a high school in Madisonville, TN3 and
serve students, referred to throughout the application as “sports enthusiasts”, in grades 9 through 12
from across the state and country. GAPA is a new-start school and plans to utilize a technology,
engineering, athletics, mathematics, and science (TEAMS) instructional model infused with project-based
and blended learning to offer a unique option that integrates athletics and academics for high school
students. 4
The proposed school would be organized under the existing non-profit entity, Sports University
International, Inc. The applicant projects the school will have $1,300,000 in revenue and $292,590 in
expenses in Year 0, resulting in a positive ending balance of $1,007,410. In Year 1, the applicant projects
the school will have $2,465,000 in revenue and $1,332,624 in expenses, resulting in a net income of
$1,132,376 and a positive ending fund balance of $2,139,786. By Year 5, the school projects to have
Gaffney Athletic Preparatory Academy amended application, pg. 2.
Ibid. pg. 6.
3
Ibid. pg. 6.
4
Ibid. pg. 2.
1
2
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$4,416,250 in revenue and $4,085,920 in expenses, resulting in a net income of $330,330 and a positive
ending fund balance of $6,616,177.5 The school did not include any anticipated percentages of students
who will qualify as economically disadvantaged, who will be students with disabilities, or who will be
English Learners (ELs), stating that these percentages are “to be determined upon enrollment”. 6

5
6

Ibid. Attachment O-Planning and Budget Worksheet.
Ibid. pg. 6.
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Summary of the Evaluation
The review committee recommends denial of the application for GAPA because the applicant
failed to provide sufficient evidence in the academic, operational, and financial sections that the
application meets the required criteria of the rubric.
The academic plan presented by the applicant lacked a comprehensive academic focus,
measurable student achievement goals, and a plan to monitor student performance. Additionally, the
application did not adequately describe how the school would serve its special populations and at-risk
students. Furthermore, the application lacked a compelling marketing, recruitment, and enrollment plan.
The operations plan did not provide a realistic start-up plan, including how the applicant would
recruit its staff in Year 0. In addition, the applicant lacked a finalized transportation plan, which
significantly impacts the applicant’s student recruitment plan and budget. Lastly, the applicant failed to
provide a comprehensive plan for renovations of its facility as well as a timeline for preparing the campus
to serve its students.
The financial plan presented by the applicant provided the review committee with little evidence
of a complete, realistic, and viable five-year operating budget. The budget significantly underestimated
costs, omitted essential budget line items, and was misaligned within several key areas of the application
narrative. Furthermore, the applicant lacked a fundamental understanding of the Basic Education
Program (BEP), provided minimal evidence for how the school would manage funding for students
enrolled from outside of the district, and was unable to describe how inter-district enrollment would
impact the budget. In totality, the review committee was unable to find sufficient evidence of a sound
financial plan for the school.
For all of these reasons, the review committee determined that the application for GAPA did not
meet the requirements outlined in the rubric for each of the application’s main sections and, therefore,
is unable to recommend approval of the application.
Summary of Section Ratings
In accordance with the Tennessee Department of Education’s charter application scoring rubric,
“applications that do not meet or exceed standard in every area...will be deemed not ready for approval,” 7
and strengths in one area of the application do not negate material weaknesses in other areas. Opening
and maintaining a successful, high-performing charter school depends on having a complete, coherent
plan and identifying highly capable individuals to execute that plan. The review committee’s consensus
ratings for each section of the application are as follows:
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Section
Academic Plan Design and Capacity

Rating
Does Not Meet Standard

Operations Plan and Capacity

Does Not Meet Standard

Financial Plan and Capacity

Does Not Meet Standard

Tennessee Charter School Application Rubric – Evaluation Ratings and Sample Scoring Criteria, pg. 1.
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Analysis of the Academic Plan Design and Capacity
Rating: Does Not Meet Standard

Weaknesses Identified by the Committee:
The applicant’s Academic Plan Design and Capacity does not meet standard because it lacked a
comprehensive academic focus and plan, measurable student achievement goals, and a plan to monitor
student performance. Additionally, the application did not adequately describe how the school would
serve its special populations and at-risk students. Furthermore, the application lacked a compelling
marketing, recruitment, and enrollment plan.
First, the academic focus and plan was underdeveloped and lacked core components necessary
for a successful academic program. While the applicant conveyed passion for providing a TEAMS-focused
option to high school students, the application did not provide evidence of a developed technology,
engineering, athletics, mathematics, and science program, including what curriculum they would use and
how their plan will align with Tennessee academic standards and assessments. During the capacity
interview, the applicant explained they were considering two different STEM-based curricula, IXL and one
other K-12 option. However, IXL is a comprehensive personalized learning curriculum that is not STEMspecific, and, therefore, it is unclear how this curriculum choice would support the proposed academic
focus. When asked about the timeline for selecting a curriculum, the applicant stated that one would be
selected after administering a universal screener to students at the start of the school year. The choice to
wait until after the start of the school year to select and order a curriculum would cause a ripple effect,
significantly altering the current academic plan as well as the plan to train teachers on how to execute the
plan. As a result, the review committee did not find evidence of a clear academic focus and plan or a
proposal to support the implementation of the academic plan.
Similar to the underdeveloped academic focus and plan, the application lacked measurable
student achievement goals and a means to monitor student performance. During the capacity interview,
the review committee inquired about the school’s most important measurable academic outcome for
students; in response, the applicant identified mastery on state assessments and the ACT as the primary
goals. When the review committee pressed for a specific, measurable goal, the applicant stated that 100%
of the students would graduate and attend college. The applicant further explained that it would use
PowerSchool to create assessments and that they may opt to administer assessments each quarter or
mid-way through the quarter to determine student mastery. However, PowerSchool is a student
information system, not an assessment platform. Therefore, it remains unclear with what assessments,
beyond those annually required by the state, and when the applicant intends to monitor student
performance.
In addition, the application lacked a viable plan to serve its special populations and at-risk
students. When providing an enrollment summary within the first few pages of the application, the
applicant intentionally left blank its projected percentages of economically disadvantaged students,
students with disabilities, and EL students, citing that these percentages would be determined upon
enrollment. During the capacity interview, when asked about the plan to serve these students, the
applicant did not demonstrate a strong understanding of the legal requirements to serve special education
and EL students. For example, when describing the anticipated supports for ELs, the applicant’s
exceptional education lead explained that the school would pull student files from EasyIEP and administer
the WIDA assessment to place students. However, EasyIEP is a special education management tool and
only contains data and files for students with disabilities. Additionally, the applicant was unable to
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describe how the school would provide services for special populations within its daily schedule,
explaining that at least one general education teacher would be certified to serve these students. The
applicant does not plan to hire a full-time special education teacher or an EL teacher in Year 1 and
budgeted $0 for contracted SPED Services through Year 5. Instead, the applicant stated they would rely
on general education teachers with EL and/or special education endorsements until their enrollment
totals indicated a need to hire these staff members. The applicant was unable to provide the review
committee with a specific enrollment number or percentage which would trigger the need to hire an EL
or special education teacher.
Finally, the application lacked a compelling marketing, recruitment, and enrollment plan. The
application states that the school intends to enroll approximately 20-40% of its students from within the
district and 60-80% from outside of the district, specifically targeting students anywhere between
Knoxville and Chattanooga. When asked for additional details about the target student population and a
plan to recruit students from a variety of cities and towns throughout East Tennessee, the applicant stated
they will not actively recruit students and have already generated interest in the school through word of
mouth. The applicant further explained that the founder, Howard Paul Gaffney, has received national
media attention because of his professional basketball experience, and that this school would provide a
private-school-like option to families that cannot afford the cost of tuition. The applicant added that they
expect families from across the nation will move to East Tennessee to attend the school regardless of the
fact that many of these families would be low income. While the applicant would likely garner some
student enrollment as a result of media attention, there is no evidence that this plan will be viable or
sufficient to meet the applicant’s enrollment projections.
Given the number of significant questions that remained after the capacity interview and the lack
of a comprehensive plan throughout the entire academic section, the committee determined GAPA’s
academic plan design and capacity is insufficient and does not meet the standard established in the rubric.
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Analysis of the Operations Plan and Capacity

Rating: Does Not Meet Standard

Weaknesses Identified by the Committee:
The applicant’s Operations Plan and Capacity does not meet standard because the applicant did
not provide a realistic start-up plan, including how the applicant would recruit and train staff. In addition,
the applicant lacked a finalized transportation plan, which significantly impacts the applicant’s student
recruitment plan and budget. Lastly, the applicant failed to provide a comprehensive plan for renovations
of its facility as well as a timeline for preparing the campus to serve its students.
First, the application lacked a realistic start-up plan and aligned budget. While the start-up plan
laid out several tasks and timelines to be completed during Year 0, the application did not explain who
would be responsible for the tasks or how they would be compensated. The Year 0 budget included
$60,000 for compensation and $4,590 in benefits which contradicted the application narrative that stated
a “hiring team” would be contracted for the tasks. Similarly, the start-up plan’s marketing and recruitment
line items conflicted with the Year 0 budget. The application narrative specified a budget of $10,800 for
marketing and recruitment, while the Year 0 budget worksheet had $1,500 for marketing materials and
no mention of any recruitment line items. It remains unclear what expenses are included in either of these
totals or why the budgeted amounts do not align between the application narrative and the budget
worksheet. Additionally, the applicant did not provide evidence of a plan to recruit staff, a detail that is of
particular importance given the school’s location in a rural community. During the capacity interview, the
applicant stated that it had formed partnerships with two nearby universities to create a pipeline of new
teachers and would rely heavily on word of mouth to recruit educators from across the nation. The
applicant added that several of the founding board members are former athletes and former educators
and who are able to teach at the school initially, if needed. While the review committee found evidence
of the applicant’s many connections with various organizations around the country, it remains unclear
how these relationships would translate into recruitment of its staff. Additionally, there was no mention
of how the school would recruit staff with STEM backgrounds in support of the academic focus or how it
would recruit veteran teachers beyond a reliance on word of mouth.
Next, the applicant lacked a finalized transportation plan, which produced significant
complications within the student recruitment plan and budget. While charter schools are not required to
provide transportation, the review committee found little evidence that the school would be able to
effectively enroll and retain students from across all of East Tennessee without a plan to provide bussing.
Within the application narrative, the applicant explained that they had not yet determined if they would
provide transportation and therefore did not include any transportation items in the budget. During the
capacity interview, the review committee pressed the applicant team on how they would cover the cost
of transportation, should they decide to offer it, as well as how the applicant would ensure the school was
not in violation of T.C.A. § 49-6-2105, which sets a maximum time for students on a bus of ninety (90)
minutes one way. The applicant explained that Mr. Gaffney planned to purchase the first two busses at
$10,000 a-piece and donate them to the school. Mr. Gaffney added that they would assemble a
transportation committee to plan out the routes and consider different options such as smaller vans and
busses to ensure they were in compliance with state law. However, the use of vans, beyond those used
for the transportation of students to and from school-related activities, is not permitted and added to the
mounting evidence that the applicant lacks an understanding of the significant transportation
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requirements contained in state and federal law. Additionally, while the review committee acknowledges
that Mr. Gaffney would cover the initial cost, without a full transportation plan, the review committee
lacked evidence that the school would be able to recruit and retain its 60-80% of students from far
distances such as Chattanooga and Knoxville as well as pay for its transportation costs beyond Mr.
Gaffney’s initial donation.
Further, the applicant’s facility plan did not provide sufficient evidence that the school would be
ready to open for the 2021-22 school year. According to the applicant, its sponsoring non-profit has
entered into a rental agreement with the owner of the former Hiawassee College campus in Madisonville,
TN. During the capacity interview, the applicant described the various inspectors and estimators who have
visited the campus to provide the applicant with an understanding of the work that would need to be
completed in Year 0. However, the applicant did not include any renovation timelines or anticipated costs
for this work in the application. The applicant explained that several of the campus buildings would need
to be changed from a business code to an education code but did not offer further details on a timeline
or process for how or when this would be completed. Additionally, the application included a brief outline
of the applicant’s intention to rent out several portions of the facility to various community groups;
however, a clear plan for the safety and security of its students while these groups were on campus was
not provided. Without a comprehensive plan and timeline for renovations, any budgeted line items to
cover the costs, or a clear understanding of the safety and security measures that would need to be in
place to protect its students, the review committee determined that the applicant’s facility plan was
incomplete and insufficient.
Together, each of these concerns illustrated an operations plan that does not meet the
requirements of the rubric.

12

Analysis of the Financial Plan and Capacity
Rating: Does Not Meet Standard

Weaknesses Identified by the Committee:
The Financial Plan and Capacity does not meet standard because it lacked a complete, realistic,
and viable five year operating budget. The budget provided by the applicant significantly underestimated
costs, omitted essential budget line items, and was misaligned within several areas of the application
narrative. Moreover, the applicant lacked a fundamental understanding of the BEP, providing minimal
evidence for how the school would manage funding for students enrolled from outside of the district as
well as how inter-district enrollment would impact budget projections. Each of these concerns amounted
to a lack of compelling evidence of a sound financial plan for the school.
To start, the applicant’s five year operating budget underestimated costs and omitted essential
budget line items described in the application narrative, thus creating a misalignment between the
financial plan, several sections within the application, and the proposed budget. For example, in addition
to the facility renovation costs discussed in the analysis of the Operations Plan and Capacity above, the
five-year operating budget did not include any costs for utilities or maintenance of the facility. Similarly,
the application narrative referenced multiple staff positions that are not accounted for in the budget,
including two (2) IT personnel, paraprofessionals, a security guard, a transportation director, and an
Assistant Principal in Year 1. In addition, the budget narrative estimates that in Year 1 the school will have
10% of its population, or roughly 17 students, requiring EL services and another 10% of its population
requiring special education services; however, the Year 1 budget does not include any costs for staff
members to support these students. 8 During the capacity interview, the applicant justified this omission
by explaining that the school would recruit general education teachers with the necessary endorsements
to support their special populations and these teachers would be expected to teach multiple courses in
order to provide the required services. Knowing that special education and EL teachers are responsible
for more than simply providing services to students and that the plan relied on teachers being assigned
multiple courses to teach, the review committee was concerned that the applicant did not prioritize
funding within the budget to support its special populations of students and that the plan would be
insufficient.
In addition, the applicant demonstrated a lack of understanding of the BEP and its impact on the
budget. According to the budget narrative, the applicant used Shelby County Schools’ BEP rate to
determine its own per pupil funding. When asked why the applicant used Shelby County’s rate rather than
the BEP rate for Monroe County, where the school will be located, the applicant explained that Shelby
County has charter schools and Monroe County currently does not. From there, the review committee
inquired about how the various BEP rates from different counties would impact the budget. In turn, the
applicant asked the review committee if the amounts would be different and then clarified that the budget
is singularly based on Monroe County because it has a lower BEP rate than its surrounding counties. This
clarification directly contradicted the applicant’s previous statement about using Shelby County’s BEP rate
and pointed to a fundamental lack of understanding of the BEP, particularly knowing that the school
intends to enroll between 60-80% of its students from outside of the district. Given the confusing and
contradictory responses provided during the capacity interview, the review committee did not find

8

The budget narrative is the first mention of any projected counts for EL and special education students.
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evidence that the applicant has a sufficient understanding of its BEP funding and, as a result, created an
inaccurate budget.
In totality, the plan provided in the financial section of the application does not meet the standard
explicitly stated in the rubric.
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