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00:07 Ember Reichgott Junge 

Hello, and welcome to living history with the National Charter Schools Founders Library. I'm Ember 

Reichgott Junge. Last month in June, we talked about the 25th anniversary of chartering in Washington, 

D.C. Today is still June 4, 2021, and we're doing part two of that series because D.C. had played a very 

important role in chartering. Our guest today is Nelson Smith, who was the first CEO of the National 

Charter School Alliance, but he had many other roles before that.  

 

Before we go there, though, I want to just talk a little bit about our Charter Schools Founders Library, 

you can find it at www.charterlibrary.org.  A few years ago, under the leadership of Jim Goenner and 

the National Charter Schools Institute, we started this library so that we could preserve the history of 

chartering so we could better inform our future. The great thing is that many of the pioneers, like Nelson 

and myself, are still alive to tell the story, so we want to make sure that we record it, and so that we can 

use that in the future for the future generations of people in chartering or in public education. 

 

01:24 Ember Reichgott Junge 

My name, as I said, is Ember Reichgott Junge and I am the author of the first charter school law in 

Minnesota and the nation and today, June 4, happens to be the 30th anniversary of chartering, so it's a 

very special day that we can reflect on the history as well as the future. I can't think of anyone I'd rather 

do that with today than Nelson Smith. Nelson, welcome.  

 

01:48 Nelson Smith 

Thank you, Ember. It's very exciting, not only the work of the library, but being interviewed by the 

founding mother of our movement on the 30th anniversary of the first law.  

 

02:00 Ember Reichgott Junge 

It is great to think back. I mean, there have been a lot of successes, but there have been a lot of 

challenges as well. Before we go into the origins, maybe you can just reflect back on the 30 years of 

chartering…what comes to your mind as maybe the biggest success or the biggest lesson learned? 

 

02:20 Nelson Smith 

The biggest success I would have to say is that the movement has expanded to the point where there 

are now currently 7,200 schools serving 3.3 million students, many of them students who are 

underserved by other kinds of schools and it that itself is a sort of signal accomplishment. You know, 
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this was a thing that, as you know, started with very small, one state, one law, City on a Hill School. 

And I don't think we would have dreamed back then that it would have expanded to this size and scope. 

And so the biggest accomplishment of the movement is giving kids an opportunity that they would not 

have had otherwise to learn, to grow, to succeed in life. That's always what it has to come back to is 

those opportunities. Are there lessons learned along the way? Oh, yes, change is hard. Some of them 

are just, you know, any growing movement is going to have its share of mistakes, political mistakes, 

people who were not well intentioned that we didn't know about in the at the beginning. And just the 

sheer difficulty of getting entrenched systems to turn around. You know, there have been at various 

times, very visionary works, like Andy Smarick’s book a few years ago on the future of the urban school 

system, that really envisioned the whole school systems that are all charter. And I once thought that 

that was possible. I'm not so sure that it is now but chartering has to remain as an indispensable 

catalyst to growth to performance, to change to innovation within school systems, as well as directly 

offering the kids that we serve something great on their own terms.  

 

04:12 Ember Reichgott Junge 

So, Nelson Smith, you are, in fact, a real pioneer. I mean, you were in education prior to chartering 

happening in Minnesota in 1991. You started in New York, then you found your way to Washington, 

D.C. So, talk about how you got into chartering and a bit of your pathway here… 

 

04:32 Nelson Smith 

Actually, it started before New York. I had been doing a lot of stuff in the first 15 years of my career 

working in public affairs in various ways. But in 1985, I came to Washington to work for Secretary 

Bennett ran a task force on elementary education, and worked on what became the report at the end of 

that year called First Lessons. It was the first time a secretary of education had addressed elementary 

schools specifically since 1895, the commissioner at that time, and then I wound up staying at the 

Department of Education for the next six and a half years overseeing, at first a small Research Division, 

and then acquiring what is probably the best, most bureaucratic title in history, which is Director of 

Programs for the Improvement of Practice…who could be against that, you know, but that was a whole 

consortium of like 27, or 28, programs that included the Blue Ribbon Schools Program, drug free 

schools, the regional labs, a whole bunch of stuff, the whole purpose of which was to try and put 

evidence about what works in the service of improving school performance. So flash forward. After 

doing that, I did go to New York, with the New York City Partnership I oversaw their education and 

workforce program, the partnership is sort of a chamber of commerce, made up of the CEOs of major 

corporations in New York. So they were doing kind of small ball things at that point in education. And I 

wanted to put them in the service of big structural reform. So we call together a task force led by the 

CEO of I think it was Booz Allen, at that time, and after a year of work, published a report borrowing 

Paul Hill’s phrase “a system of schools” and it made the case that every school in New York City should 

be treated like a charter school, which was this new phenomenon that was happening in states like 

Minnesota, and California and one or two others that had passed laws. And we thought that if you could 

take this very sort of sclerotic top down bureaucratic system and turn it on its head, and put the 

resources, the decisions, the flexibility at the school level where the kids actually were, but that's a way 

you could actually run the school system. So it anticipated things like Andy Smarick’s book by about 10 

years and saying, you know, you could have an all charter system. So then flash forward again, I came 
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back to D.C. and spent a little time on the hill working for Congressman Steve Gunderson, who had 

been tasked by the speaker with helping reshape the school system in D.C. - 

 

07:22 Ember Reichgott Junge 

So, let's give some context, that is Republican Congressman, Steve Gunderson, under a Republican 

Speaker, Newt Gingrich, in the Congress, and you previously you were talking a little bit about that 

notion of chartering that I would call autonomy, right? That was just such an important piece. Okay… 

 

07:39 Nelson Smith 

Sure. So basically, with Gunderson, what I did is work with my colleague across the other side of the 

hill, Rich Wenning, who has gone on to become a Deputy Associate Commissioner in Colorado and 

doing many other notable things, but he was working at that point for Arlen Specter, who was the head 

of the Senate Education Committee, and we worked out a few amendments to the new charter law in 

D.C., the most important of which was to extend the charter term and D.C. to 15 years, which is still 

very rare around the country, you had five-year check ins for accountability purposes. But the reason 

for that was that even then, we could see around the country that charter schools were having a terrible 

time getting mortgage financing for their buildings, because a mortgage term is typically 30 years and a 

lender would say, but you got this charter for five years, how do we know you're going to be around to 

pay off? So that gave some comfort to the lenders around here, and I think was one of the reasons why 

you had a lot of private investment coming in to help establish charter facilities in D.C. over the years. 

Then I actually had a baptism by fire, I spent a year as policy director for what was essentially the 

takeover board, this group established by Congress to temporarily supervise the D.C. public school 

system. And that was really an experience. I had not come up through the classroom, you know, I and 

so this was the first time I was inside an urban school system and I remember I get to the office early in 

the morning, and the phone would ring and it would be a parent who would be screaming at me about 

something that happened in their school. And I remember thinking, eventually, these folks are 

accustomed to kind of screaming like that, although they know it's not going to have any effect. I mean, 

when they talk to the central office, they've got to scream because they can't get any action on their 

own and eventually, I took that lesson into work when I was named to the be the first executive director 

of the Public Charter School Board in D.C. and I always tried to make the point with parents, who would 

call me and scream at me: ‘You know what, these are charter schools. You can talk to the board of your 

own school. You can talk to the principal. You have recourse, and you can get action at your own 

school level.’  

 

10:14 Ember Reichgott Junge 

The parents weren't used to the fact that charter schools have an independence of their own, their own 

board of directors, if you will, right? But you were this policy director whose takeover board or control 

board I guess and I'd like to understand the dynamics of that, again, between the Congress and the 

city. Could you talk about that? You were in the middle of it.  

 

10:37 Nelson Smith 

Sure. Well, D.C., of course, is directly run by Congress. It's a federal enclave. And so many of the 

functions that would be state functions anyplace else are congressional functions here. And of course, 

there's now a really strong movement for D.C. statehood, that may change. But this is why, for 
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example, when Newt Gingrich became Speaker, he actually devoted a good deal of time and I think 

very constructively so, whatever else you might think about Newt Gingrich, he put people in charge of 

public safety, education, transportation, so forth in the Congress, and Steve Gunderson was tasked 

with the school role. So when the literal control board that was appointed by Congress took over the 

whole city, there was sort of a sub-board called the, and I'm going to get this wrong, Emergency 

Transition Education Board, something, something, that ridiculous long title, but that was chaired by 

Bruce MacLaury, of the Brookings Institution and it was really a blue ribbon group and they took their 

job very, very seriously. I mean, they really tried to do the right thing, even though they were viewed as 

an alien invasion force by most of the folks in the city. And so my job was to try and simply give them 

whatever kind of advice I could about the policies that would actually work best. And, you know, we had 

the brand new charter law, I had very little to do with that at that time, it was more working with the 

school system, and getting into things like, what should the- what kind of report card is the 

superintendent of schools going to kind of use? Arlene Ackerman, who was the Academic Director at 

that point, under I think it was General Becton, decided there would be a new report card, but there was 

no consultation with the board or anybody else about how it would change and what impact that would 

have on parents. So I found myself wading into a lot of those kinds of things on behalf of the board. 

And, you know, it was a very turbulent time and as you probably know, eventually that board was 

collapsed, General Becton went away, even though he said failure is not an option. He lasted about 18 

months. And eventually, under Mayor Adrian Fenty, the mayor got control of the school system, and 

now makes those appointments. And so it was it was quite a quite an interesting transitional time for the 

district. 

 

13:16 Ember Reichgott Junge 

Talk about the role of Congresswoman Eleanor Holmes Norton, because I understand, and I think this 

is an interesting story, how she turned from being an initial opponent of the chartering law to now, 

actually, I think, supportive. Can you talk about that?  

 

13:33 Nelson Smith 

Sure. Well, there's a lot of issues running around in here. One of them is the whole notion of Home 

Rule. The D.C. Council had actually passed its own charter law. And when Congress passed its charter 

law, it was a larger, more comprehensive law, created the Public Charter School Board, took it 

somewhat out of the hands of just the elected D.C. school board. And I think, you know, that eventually 

superseded the local measure. But I think Eleanor Holmes Norton looked at that and said that this was 

an imposition upon the district that was not justified. So she was, I think, dead set against particularly 

funding this new board that was going to come in and make decisions about D.C. schools that were not 

being made by the elected board of education. And you've spoken with Jo Baker, I know there were 

some very pointed meetings between the two of them, so you know, what had to move forward. 

Eventually she relented, eventually the funding was provided and it's really funny to watch over time, 

how Eleanor Holmes Norton and really the rest of the leading figures in D.C., Kevin Chavous being 

another great example. Kevin Chavous had actually been my member of the D.C. Council. I was in 

living in Ward Seven and he was very skeptical about charter schools at first. But what happened was 

that as the schools got on the ground. There are more and more kids in them and there are more and 

more parents and the parents voted. It was fascinating to watch all of these leaders realize there is a 

constituency here. And I'll never forget the second or third year we held a big dinner, the focus group, I 
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guess, held a big dinner for the charter community. The first year there wasn't a single elected official 

there. The third year, they all started coming in and glad handing and talking to the crowd, because it 

was a constituency. And I think you see that repeated, especially in cities around the country, where 

what had once been absolute opposition then turns into realizing that there's an interest here that that 

works for kids, and can get them votes.  

 

15:44 Ember Reichgott Junge 

Constituency is so important. In Minnesota, it was critical for maintaining chartering as well as open 

enrollment, where we were also the first and, you know, parents do talk and their elected officials listen, 

so no different here. But it is interesting to me how it continued and maybe you can talk about the role 

the teachers union here. Was it opposing the move and why weren't they more successful in holding it 

back? 

 

16:19 Nelson Smith 

I want to be a little bit cautious and talking about the D.C. teachers’ union. I think they were a very loud, 

but not very effective union, that's my own perception of them at least. They were not happy about 

charter schools, they viewed them as bringing a bunch of, you know, non-unionized teachers into the 

city. Although later on here and elsewhere, I think they realized they could actually sign them up if they 

wanted to and there were some union drives. But my most vivid memory of this, of the role of the 

teachers union is when Paul Junior High wanted to convert from D.C. public schools to a charter 

school. They had tried three times in a row, and they were issues with the petition signatures and all 

that. But the third year, they had a really strong application and they were going for it, but they were still 

trying to sign up parents to sign up. And the head of the teachers union actually went to the campus 

and called on the kids to walk out of school in protest. She was there with a bullhorn as the kids were 

streaming out of the school. I just thought that was a just a really low point, you know, encouraging kids 

to walk out of this school for the preservation of your political interests. In other words, so I think, you 

know, they made a lot of noise but eventually they kind of didn't have all that much impact. And I know 

one of their former leaders just wrote an op ed for the Wall Street Journal explaining why charter 

schools are a good thing- 

 

17:55 Ember Reichgott Junge 

Who is that?  

 

17:56 Nelson Smith 

I'm blanking on his name. I was afraid you were going to ask that. It was just in the paper last week.  

 

18:00 Ember Reichgott Junge 

And so that was the early part of June 2021? So, we’ll look for it… 

 

18:05 Nelson Smith 

Yeah. 2021. 

 

(Note: the op-ed referred to here was written by George Parker, former teachers union president, and 

appeared in WSJ on May 26, 2021) 
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18:06 Ember Reichgott Junge 

All right. Well, and not to mention that in Minnesota, the union leaders, who most opposed me as the 

senate author, one of whom was my constituent. They formed in 2011, the first union-initiated 

authorizer in the country, so they too were getting frustrated that the Minneapolis school district wasn't 

responding to the needs of the teachers and what they wanted to do, and some of the innovations they 

wanted to do. So, they set up their own charter school authorizer, so that you could have teacher-

powered schools, for example, and that's what they work on.  

 

18:46 Nelson Smith 

Sure, bring them on. I mean, I think that's a good response. that's a that's a constructive response. The 

bullhorn is not such a constructive response. 

 

18:55 Ember Reichgott Junge 

So, you're back now in this control board role, and then you take us from there…  

 

19:01 Nelson Smith 

Well basically what happened then was that the Public Charter School Board was looking for its first 

executive director and I interviewed. I got the job happily. Before that happened, though, it's important 

to know that there were things already in motion. I mean, under Jo Baker, as board chair they had 

already brought in a couple of consultants, wonderful people I had worked with at the Department of 

Education, Eunice Henderson and David Mack, who developed the first accountability program for the 

for the board. It was sort of modeled after the legendary original Massachusetts model but it set some 

very, very clear grounds for how you would make judgments about school equality and whether to keep 

the school open or not. When I came in, we kind of took the ball and ran, there already were I think 10 

schools that had had their initial approval. I arrived in July of 1998 and they were scheduled to open, 

like in the next month or two.  

 

20:04 Ember Reichgott Junge 

Wow. The board did this without an executive director? Oh wow- 

 

20:08 Nelson Smith 

Yes. I mean, they all did their own homework and actually made those decisions and that was a crop of 

schools that was remarkable in terms of its breadth and the talent of the people that those schools that 

attracted. I mean, the SEED school, the first boarding charter school in the country; and Maya Angelou, 

the school for kids who had been in juvenile justice system founded by David Domenici, the son of 

Senator Domenici, and James Forman, who has now become a Pulitzer Prize winning historian. I 

mean, people like that were in this first round of schools. But what I remember most about that first 

period was, as the schools were trying to get open, what I had to do was run interference, left, right and 

center, with the city and with agencies about things like what does a charter school building have to 

have? Are we required to be the same size and same dimensions as a D.C. public school building? 

How do you get a certificate of occupancy? I remember walking with the fire marshals through the 

basement of a shopping center in southwest that one of the schools had decided to rent for its facility. 

Are these corridors wide enough for a charter school? But they're not wide enough for a D.C. public 

school. So they were million things like that. And schools that, in one memorable case, didn't really 
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quite get open on time, one of the schools basically had open half its building with the other half still 

under construction, because, you know, funding had come so late. So there were nuts and bolts and 

nuts and bolts and nuts and bolts that had to be worked through.  

 

21:48 Ember Reichgott Junge 

I’d like to talk about the charter schools and you mentioned SEED Academy, one of the first residential 

charter schools, very unique. Maya Angelou, which helped with students in the criminal justice system. 

There were also multi-campus schools, like Friendship, that came in. Talk about that, it was like one of 

the first networks that was performing… 

 

22:10 Nelson Smith 

Yeah, and these networks evolved in different ways. Many of them after my relatively brief stint at the 

board; I was there until 2001 and at that time, Friendship was still I think, a single campus. But what 

would happen, and I give your previous interviewee, Tom Nida, a lot of credit for this. As a banker, Tom 

understood mergers and acquisitions, so although it wasn't specifically allowed in the law to do that, he 

found a way to have a strong school, like Friendship, takeover a faltering school, basically by increasing 

the allocation of students permitted under its charter, and figuring out a way to transfer the building and 

so forth, at the same time as putting the other school effectively out of business withdrawing that 

charter. So, you had these very organic little networks growing in D.C. and that's, I think, one of the 

things that gives the city its strength. There was also one thing I saw up close, and this is characteristic 

of charters around the country, the really good ones steal unmercifully from each other…  

 

23:20 Ember Reichgott Junge 

That’s a good thing… 

 

23:21 Nelson Smith 

It's a great thing. I used to have monthly meetings of all the school principals. Now, this was not exactly 

allowed, because we're supposed to as the board deal with the charter holder, which is the board of the 

school and not get involved in the school's business. But I brought them together because I wanted 

them to meet each other and tell me if they were having problems that we could help with. That was a 

very collaborative thing at that point. And the way they said, that's great, I'll be on your campus next 

week. Let me come over and visit have a cup of coffee. I'll see how you do that thing. You know, there 

was this tremendous, you know, interest in what each other were doing right. But it was- today, I think 

there is more a sense of institutional antagonism, especially, shall we say, among some district 

authorizers between the authorizer as the overseer and the schools who are trying to be liberated and 

free. At that point in time. We all I think, felt part of the same movement. And, you know, I didn't see my 

job as trying to control what the schools are doing, but to knock down the barriers in front of them and 

see if we could just free them to do what they wanted to do. So if it wasn't specifically forbidden in the 

law, I would say go for it, that was kind of my basic philosophy.  

 

24:43 Ember Reichgott Junge 

And I think that's a philosophy that many authorizers have adopted but not all, some of them look at it 

much more, we're going to check the box that this particular thing occurred, but to be there and support  

without the politics as Jo Baker would say, they just looked at a school and the children and what can 
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we do? I think that's important. Nelson, I think you're creating a whole lot of excitement because there 

is a thunderstorm going by and it may be that our viewers are hearing that, so we just want to make 

sure that they are aware…can you hear us ok? So back in your first year, you're dealing with opening, 

you know, these schools, you've never had charter schools here before. So talk about some of the 

ongoing challenges, and then where you went from there?  

 

25:30 Nelson Smith 

Well, I mean, there were there were always ongoing challenges in terms of the usual things where you 

had to report on progress to the City Council, and they were always going to be people who question 

what you were doing. I remember one memorable time when Josephine Baker was testifying, and the 

venerable head of the education committee, Hilda Mason, I say venerable with a capital V. She was 

getting on, but she was a defender of the D.C. public schools and I remember her looking down the 

dais at Jo and saying, ‘These things that you're talking about doing with charter schools, why can't we 

do them in DC public schools?’ and Jo just looked at her and said, ‘Mmmhmm, why haven't you done 

these things at D.C. public schools?’ So there was that kind of thing. But there were also schools that 

didn't work. I mean, they were early calamities with the some of these schools that had opened. In one 

case, it was a school that had grown out of a very well-regarded math and science program that had 

operated at a D.C. public schools high school. And the woman who developed it was just beloved and 

her students did great. But when given a charter, it was a different situation, and it involved all these 

management complexities, that were just taking care of some by somebody in a larger school system. 

And that produced some ill will and a real difficult time and eventually, the founder had to leave and the 

board replaced her. And then you can imagine the kind of pain that would cause for everybody at the 

site. In another case, there was a school that was- it started strong, and then it just turned and started 

to go into a nosedive. And as we dug into it, what we realized was the board of the school had become 

hopelessly factional, and attacking each other in meetings and not focusing on the best interests of the 

kids and the work of the school. I had no power, short of charter revocation, which I didn't want to yet 

recommend to the board, I had no power to change things around at the school site. But I did go and 

meet with them, and met with a huge group of parents who didn't like being told what I said, I said, if 

this isn't turned around, I have to tell you, this is a charter school, the charter can be revoked, and 

working hand in glove with the D.C., I'm forgetting the official name, but the D.C. Support Center for 

Charter Schools, which at that time was run by Shirley Monastra, and we basically put together a 

turnaround board. And if I'm not mistaken, one member of them was Tom Nida, I think that was his first 

introduction. And we basically went to the school and said, here's a group of people who can turn 

around your school and manage things well, and to their great credit, they said, Okay, we'll retire and 

they stepped back and the board that we put together and suggested to them took over and pulled the 

school out of its tailspin,  

 

28:56 Ember Reichgott Junge 

Which is another example of what an authorizer can do to help a school, getting them into a turnaround 

mode or whatever. I have seen that in other states, but you did it quite early.  

 

29:08 Nelson Smith 

Yeah, and it's kind of a combination of carrot and stick, you know. The charter is a blunt instrument. 

And if you look at most charter laws, D.C.’s included, it says very little about how you navigate that 
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period between the award of the charter and the decision to close the school. So for example, I 

mentioned accountability. D.C. law initially said nothing that accountability. All it said was that the 

authorizer, us the part of the Public Charter School Board and the Board of Ed, can compel papers 

from the school. So taking a liberal understanding of that we said well, some of the papers we'd like to 

see include your student performance, you know, etc., etc. and on that very thin read was constructed a 

preset accountability program. But in between the time the school opens and the decision about 

closure, you had very few tools. I remember a really memorable exchange at one of our board 

meetings. The very fiery head of the charter school advocacy group at that time, was challenging our 

right to do any of this accountability work in between opening and closing. He said your job is to give 

out the charter and then come back five years later decide whether the school should stay open or not. 

And BB Otero, who at that time was running an early childhood center, she later became a member of 

the board. She leaned over the dais and said to him, you have to understand that five years is a lifetime 

in the life of a small child and if we did nothing, we would be negligent. And that made a huge 

impression on me.  

 

30:55 Ember Reichgott Junge 

That is powerful.  

 

30:57 Nelson Smith 

Yeah. 

 

30:58 Ember Reichgott Junge 

That is really powerful. So, you're going through now your role there as an authorizer. You didn't stay 

long. You moved on from there. So, talk about that and how you used what you learned?  

 

31:14 Nelson Smith 

Well, I went to New American Schools, which was the nonprofit that it actually was an outgrowth of the 

New American Schools Development Corporation. Those who remember ancient history, back in 1989 

1990, when George Bush, the first, was president, he brought on David Kearns, the CEO of Xerox, as 

Deputy Secretary of Education under Lamar Alexander and Alexander charged David Kearns with kind 

of imagining a new future for public schools. So one of the points in Alexander's platform is the creation 

of something like 1,000 new schools, but new school models, and Kearns went out and raised a huge 

amount of money, $50 million or so from the private sector, to create the New American Schools 

Development Corporation. And it sponsored and nurtured what eventually became, I'm not sure of the 

number, 10 or 13 new school models, which included things like the Modern Red Schoolhouse that had 

a classical curriculum, expeditionary learning, which was an outgrowth of Outward Bound, and featured, 

very experiential hands-on learning and kids doing capstone projects, and so forth. And I came in, 

when there was a sort of conjoining of that movement with these emerging charter schools, because a 

lot of charter schools were looking for effective validated models. So, there was a perfect match-up 

there. And Rich Wenning and I worked on basically services to charter organizations that wanted to 

implement these models, a range of things from accountability services to where you go for financing, 

and all of that. So that was very, very exciting work. And long story short, the next stop was the 

National Alliance, which is at that time the Charter School Leadership Council, try and keep all these 

straight, but they were looking for their first president and I threw my hat in the ring. And what do you 
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know? Now, I don't know if, from your interview with Jon Schroeder, I know you have some of the deep 

background of that organization, which became the National Alliance for Public Charter Schools, but I 

think it's important to recount that I didn't start that. Some people- I’ve been introduced over the years 

as the founder of the national alliance, not true.  

 

33:44 Ember Reichgott Junge 

No, it wasn't and just for our viewers, in the library, there is a wonderful interview of Jon Schroeder of 

Minnesota, another member of the National Charter Schools Hall of Fame, as is Nelson Smith, who 

talked about how after Minnesota passed the law, he created something called the Charter Friends 

Network and what he, I loved the way he called it, he said it was like herding cats and nobody wanted 

to be told what to do but the leaders in Massachusetts and California were kind of doing their own thing. 

But we needed to bring them all together in a way that they could share information and then it kind of 

grew that there needed to be a national advocacy point of contact for Congress. And so, there were 

some definite, shall we say, stages in this growth. So why don't you maybe just go from there?  

 

34:38 Nelson Smith 

Yeah, there were. I mean, the essential thing is that Jon Schroeder had created this tremendous sort of 

grassroots network, and they were really serving the schools, but also helping catalyze these state 

organizations one by one by one and those groups were really wary of having so-called national 

leaders speak for them, you know, and some national leaders in particular. But there were a number of 

people in Washington, especially, who were doing tremendous research and who were doing advocacy 

and who were speaking to Congress and they were kind of a leadership cadre. So long story short, it 

was really Howard Fuller, who, along with Jon and some others, pulled this organization together, that 

would be a joining of these two sets of interests. One, the folks in the grassroots from the States, the 

other this sort of leadership group, and cobbled together a board, which was I think, 28 members. It 

was very, very large to accommodate all of these, and I believe that Ember Reichgott Junge was on 

that board… 

 

35:42 Ember Reichgott Junge 

I believe I was. Yes. 

 

35:43 Nelson Smith 

So, they brought on Andy Smarick, who pops up again, as the first director of that nascent group. And 

he worked for several months, not only kind of hot during the search process, which wound up finding 

me right down the street, but also handling a lot of little crises that had come up. For example, what is 

now referred to as the ‘charter school dust up’ in August of 2004, when the New York Times uncritically 

published the American Federation of Teachers interpretation of NAEP results on charter schools, and 

for a whole variety of reasons, this made no sense as a real piece of research- 

 

36:26 Ember Reichgott Junge 

Describe NAEP?  

 

36:28 Nelson Smith 
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The National Assessment of Education Progress. It's the test that the schools administer every few 

years on a cycle to a sample of kids. And one of the issues, of course, is that when you're talking about 

a sample of kids, who tell you how the whole state is doing, if you're sampling even fewer kids to tell 

you how the 10 or 12 charter schools in the state are doing, that's a ridiculously small n. So, it was a 

very politicized piece of research. And Andy, and I was kind of helping in the background at that point, 

really went into high gear to try and you know, get the good word out about it. But in any event, in 

September of 2006, after having interviewed, I was walking through the 30th Street Station in 

Philadelphia, and my phone rings, and it's Mike Feinberg of KIPP, who was on the board and had been 

the head of the search committee, and he said, we want you to be our president. And you could have 

knocked me over with a feather. I was just especially being receiving that call from Mike who I then and 

now regard as one of the heroes of this movement and of latter-day American education. So that was a 

terrifically great moment for me. And I actually joined the staff in December, December 1, 2004.  

 

37:49 Ember Reichgott Junge 

So, you had to build an organization from scratch. There were two dynamics, as you said, one was the 

state membership idea and the other the national. So how did you merge that together? 

 

38:02 Nelson Smith 

There was no plan. I think, once again, I sort of hit the ground running. By the time I arrived, there had 

not only been the charter school dustup, but then there have been a second release in October or there 

about, of similar, you know, bad data. And I got with the board, and I said we have a real problem here 

in the perception of charter schools. Not just the perception, but there's an issue in what's going on, we 

have to stand for quality, and we have to stand for performance, and we have to stand for impeccable 

integrity. And the board just was absolutely there, no matter there was no division among the state and 

the national folks. So, the first thing we did, we scheduled an official launch in January 2005 and at that 

launch, we did two things. One is that we released a report by Bryan Hassel of Public Impact, actually 

taking a cold hard look at data on charter performance and providing a really good sound set of 

arguments why it wasn't perfect, but we're making some real progress. And the second thing was that 

we created a task force on charter school quality and accountability, which was going to take a really 

hard look at whether charter schools in fact, were delivering something of quality to their students and 

we were off. The Task Force had some tremendous members, people like Dacia Toll from Achievement 

First; Greg Richmond, who was by that time heading NACSA, the National Association of Charter 

School Authorizers; Ross Wiener, who was then a partner of the Education Trust, not a charter 

organization. So, you know, we had tremendous discussions and had meetings around the country 

through the first few months of that year. And then in August, we convened the first national leadership 

meeting. This was not a national conference. It was intentionally a leadership meeting with all the 

different factions that we talked about: state leaders, but also funders, philanthropists, business people 

who had an interest, researchers. And we got together at Mackinac Island in Michigan at the wonderful 

Grand Hotel and the conference was largely funded, by the way by Reed Hastings, the CEO of Netflix, 

who even way back then was a tremendously valuable supporter of the movement. And we had a 

couple of days of just terrific discussions and argument and back and forth. And we released this 

document. This is the manifesto that the taskforce on quality had developed called Renewing the 

Compact, and it set out a number of just hardcore principles. The first and most important one was 

quality is more important than quantity. Growth is not an end in itself. So what we were saying was, you 
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know, this isn't just choice. We're not just saying, here's another place you can put your kids during the 

day. We have to offer something better in the marketplace than what these parents and these kids can 

obtain from the traditional circumstances. And there are a number of other things like that in the report 

that essentially said, you know, let evidence drive operations, let's not be ideological, let's look at what's 

working and what's not, and do the things that work, and do as much research and dissemination as we 

need to do to make sure that people understand that. By the way, we also changed the name of the 

group, which had been the Charter School Leadership Council, to the National Alliance for Public 

Charter Schools. Each word carefully chosen. It was a national group. It was an alliance, it wasn't an 

association of members. For, anybody can be on behalf of charter schools and public, public, public, 

public charter schools. And we had a little logo, which I was very proud of, but nobody seemed to get 

that had apparently leading a child to a school, choice, stars like in the flag national. It didn't work so 

good, they changed it to a different logo later on. 

 

42:15 Ember Reichgott Junge 

I never realized that, all of these years, I did not realize that that’s what that was...  

 

42:19 Nelson Smith 

People looked and looked at this and said what is this supposed to be? Anyway, that was a really 

seminal event and to this day, and I'm not kidding, people will come up to me who were at the meeting 

and say boy, that Mackinac Island meeting was really something. It really set the direction for the 

Alliance for the next five years, I think even until today that it had to be an organization that was 

representative, but more importantly, was a voice for quality and accountability.  

 

42:48 Ember Reichgott Junge 

Which was so important, because at that time, certainly we're talking in the mid-2000s. Now, some 

states were, well, we called them the wild, wild west, right? I mean, they were just building or creating 

charter schools, not a lot of oversight, not a lot of authorizing going on. I know in Minnesota, even we 

had one authorizer that wasn't even reading the minutes of the board meetings. They didn't understand 

their role. And as the author of the charter school law, I realized now that we just did not put enough 

focus on either authorizing and the role, or on the facilities, either one or the startup, any of all those 

three, and they were all critical to the success of a charter school.  

 

43:32 Nelson Smith 

I'm happy to hear you say that as the author of the first law, because I've always thought, particularly 

the authorization part, all the early charter laws are about schools. Here's all the things the schools can 

do. Here's the couple of things they can't do. But there was very little attention given to the sort of 

structure of oversight that was going to help keep them honest. And so that's why I was happy to 

actually spend five years later on working with the charter school authorizers association.  

 

44:00 Ember Reichgott Junge 

What were some of the other things that report? I mean, you've talked about quality, maybe one or two 

other highlights that really framed what the National Alliance for Public Charter Schools was going to be 

working on?  

 

https://otter.ai/


 

  Transcribed by https://otter.ai - 13 - 

44:12 Nelson Smith 

Well, I won't tick off all of these but, you know, embrace assessment. There were a lot of people at that 

time who were saying, look, charter schools are these magic flowery islands of children and you can't 

you can't test what we do. And we said no, you can test what you do. You have to have assessment 

mechanisms so that we understand whether they're actually learning something. Now, I will say that, 

obviously our notion of what's appropriate and what's too much, and what other things besides reading 

and math need to be assessed has evolved over these years. But we took a pretty firm stance saying 

we have to be looking at the performance of schools and need metrics to do that. We address 

pipelines, we have to have a stronger core of teachers. We have to have charter school leaders and 

understanding that the leadership of a charter school is a different beast. It's not like being a principal in 

a big public school system, where you're one of 50 or 100 school leaders, but the entity, the 

organization is the school district, your school in a public school system doesn't actually exist in law. It's 

an outgrowth, it's a branch office. So, in a charter school where you have to have financial 

management, you have to manage a facility, you have to run an accountability system, you have to hire 

and know how to hold staff accountable. Those are skills that don't come automatically and so we 

wanted to spend, we wanted to be sure there was attention to the caliber of the people who are going 

into charter schools at all levels, including, by the way trustees, governing…  

 

45:50 Ember Reichgott Junge 

I was going to say, talk about the governance and the role of that and how that might have entered into 

your work? 

 

45:59 Nelson Smith 

We're hearing from my early experience here in D.C., I knew the value of a strong governing board. But 

it was apparent then and it's, I think, even more apparent now that this is a really tough aspect of 

charter schools, especially in a place like D.C., or New Orleans, or places where you have a high 

concentration of charters. And you have to have five or seven or 10, or 11, highly skilled, competent, 

conscientious people to serve as the board of each school. How deep is the talent pool? You know, so 

we wanted to be sure, and we usually, we mostly did this kind of thing through the state associations 

trying to make sure that they had programming that could help recruit and uncover and train effective 

board members. But I continue to be concerned that that's an area that needs to be addressed. And 

maybe it's a structural tweak that we need. You mentioned Friendship before. I don't know how the 

network operates right now. But in the early days, they had a very small but very high-power board, five 

people who were tremendous leaders each on their own, and they did a terrific job. When you when 

you put together a broadly representative board of the community, you want to do that. But you have to 

give people who actually know what it is to be on a board, who maybe have some experience of that.  

 

47:30 Ember Reichgott Junge 

I really agree with the notion that you have to have strong charter school leaders who are trained not 

just in education, but in leadership and entrepreneurial leadership that's different than in the traditional 

schools. And board members, I think those are the two top reasons why a charter school fails or 

succeeds. And the problem isn't, particularly in Minnesota, where the first law requiring the majority of 

teachers on the board. The problem is that not only the conflict of interest that creates, but the problem 

is that many teachers have never had a board experience. They just don't serve on nonprofit boards 
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generally. So, they're in an area that they're not familiar. And yet they're leading it so those two things, I 

think have been part of the lessons learned or the growing pains in that.  

 

48:22 Nelson Smith 

We actually, I should mention, we actually teamed up with Dr. Eleanor Perry, who was in at the Arizona 

State University and had a leadership program there, and put together another taskforce, but we issued 

a report probably 2008, 2009 on what it would take for a new generation of charter leaders, and where 

they're going to come from. I think some of our fears about the sheer volume of people needed have 

not been realized. We were maybe taking a more optimistic notion of the growth of the charter school 

movement, but as has happened, there have been all these good pipeline organizations that have 

come along, whether they're teachers or leaders, like New Leaders for New Schools, the New Teacher 

Project, others that specialize in teaching and leading in highly autonomous settings like that, so that's 

been that's been a real asset.  

 

49:21 Ember Reichgott Junge 

I want to talk about one area that I know you were involved in, when you were the CEO of the National 

Alliance for Public Charter Schools, and that is Hurricane Katrina in Louisiana. I remember going to the 

2008 National Alliance Charter Schools Conference in New Orleans, and my sister and I toured the 

ward that had been hit and how devastating that was. You saw it as an opportunity for chartering to 

help a school system that needed help, and had now been devastated. So, talk about that and your role 

in that. 

 

50:00 Nelson Smith 

What an incredible story that is. When the when the hurricane hit, a. it happened that I had on my staff 

Angie Christophe, Angela Christophe, who now runs all the national conferences. She had worked with 

me at the D.C. board and she is a New Orleans native. So yes, I also got the tour of the Lower Ninth 

Ward and was just stunned by what I saw. But when, when the hurricane hit, I think people don't 

generally recognize what actually happened on the ground. There's a perception in some quarters, that 

the so-called education reformers decided to march in there and get charter schools and so forth, it 

wasn't like that at all. It was the, the New Orleans, the Orleans Parish school board, the local school 

board, that first turned to its chartering authority, because all the schools were closed, and they couldn't 

find teachers to go back into the schools. They, the teachers, had gone to places far beyond Austin and 

Atlanta and you know, taking refuge. So, they decided to try and charter some of the schools, I think it 

was in the Algiers neighborhood where they issued the first charters and so they had really kicked, 

kicked the ball off. And then the state came in, and essentially, you know, backstop them in that. And 

we were brought in by the State Board of Education. I say we because myself, Greg Richmond, it may 

have been Bryan Hassel and some other sort of national charter people to kind of walk them through, 

this is what needs to be done. This is how you do this thing if you're going to do it right. And to offer 

whatever assistance we could. Greg was, and NACSA, the National Association of Charter School 

Authorizers, was actually brought in then on contract to, I guess, the state recovery district, I'm doing 

these things a little bit out of order here. But they actually received a contract and for several years 

actually did the reviews of charter applicants, they actually managed their application process, which 

was one of the reasons why they got so many good schools on the ground. I remember going back 

there in, I think, January after the flood, this would have been early 2006 and we had a number of 
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meetings with community leaders and in one of those I was chairing, I was chairing this meeting, and 

trying to kind of ascertain what they thought needed to be done. You know, it wasn't a case of us sort of 

giving marching orders, we wanted to really get a sense from them of what they thought the needs 

were. And there was a strong consensus that there needed to be some sort of support organization 

created, because there was a state association for charter schools, but they were basically kind of a 

lobbying group and they didn't have a lot of clout. But there was no organization to actually help get 

them on the ground, help get them set up. I remember coming to a point in the meeting and saying we 

have a pretty strong consensus that there's a need here. I guess we need volunteers now. Do I see any 

hands? So, one hand went up and it was Sarah Usdin, and she had been the head of the, I think it was 

the New Teacher Project in New Orleans. And of course, they had no business right at that moment, 

because the schools were closed and she said, Well, I've got some time on my hands. So, she wound 

up creating what became New Schools for New Orleans. And I will take one small, tiny, like little bit of 

credit on the side for having at least had the meeting that led to that and that became a real 

powerhouse organization and a model I think for some other states in terms of how you create an 

organization that does a lot of things: teacher recruitment, facilities consultation, program support, all of 

that. So that was a beginning, but that was just a beginning. And, over the years there’s been huge 

controversy about whether the charterization of New Orleans was a good thing or a bad thing. But I 

think if you look at the data and this has been confirmed by people in New Orleans, too, at Tulane, at 

their research center. There's a pretty strong sense of progress from then until now and I think on 

balance it wound up being very good thing.  

 

54:35 Ember Reichgott Junge 

When you say charterize, what percentage of the schools in New Orleans today are charter public 

schools?  

 

54:40 Nelson Smith 

As far as I can tell, it's 100% now. The last few schools were turned over to New Orleans as charters 

probably three or four years ago now, I could be wrong about that. But I believe it's all the schools now. 

And, you know, the schools that had been in the state turnaround district, which have been created by 

the governor and the state legislature, they were eventually, I think, turned back, put back under the 

supervision of Orleans Parish. And happily, the Orleans Parish school board took very seriously its 

commitment to leaving them as autonomous schools and not just taking them over and putting them 

back in the old system.  

 

55:28 Ember Reichgott Junge 

So just to kind of put a bow on all this, you were at the Alliance then until 2010 when you chose to retire 

and move on to other things. But now, as we are in our 30th anniversary, on the day of that, as you look 

back, what would you tell the people who are now going to be into either chartering as a teacher or as 

an authorizer, what lessons, what advice would you give them today? 

 

56:04 Nelson Smith 

Learn your craft. You know if I can talk about authorizers first, because, as you know, I went on for 

another five years with NACSA as a senior advisor there, so I got deeply into authorizing issues in that 

capacity. To me, the unhappiest thing is someone who becomes an authorizer by default, because the 
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state law says you're a school board, you've got charter schools, and they say this is the guy who's 

going to do it. That's not the way to start that work. I always want people to want to be in this role, 

because they see it as something that will help families and help kids and not just a bureaucratic box- 

checking job, as you said. So that's one piece of advice. I would say I think laws ought to reflect that. 

That's why it's important to have more than just district spaced authorizers because you have to have 

special purpose authorizing bodies, like the Public Charter School Board, where you go to work there, 

because you really think that there's a possibility of doing good things there and you were just going to 

concentrate on authorizing great charter schools. And that's a great advantage, having that focus. To 

anybody else going into the field, a potential teacher, for example, I would say this, I see there are 

tremendous opportunities. And remember, if you go back to the very earliest charter laws, including 

yours, when we had that Mackinac Island conference, Andy Smarick put together a list of the reasons 

why charter laws were passed, if you go to the preambles, the whereas-es, in each law it says here's 

why the situation demands that we have this law…  

 

55:28 Ember Reichgott Junge 

We call it the purpose clause. 

 

57:49 Nelson Smith 

The purpose clause, there you go. And the highest purpose that came up over and over again, was not 

serving disadvantaged children or closing the achievement gap, or these things that we found that 

charters were good at over time. It was teacher professionalism, offering teachers the opportunity to 

innovate and to have more control over the professional careers. Now, I can't tell you that that's 

universally true in every charter school, because sure, there are charter schools that behave just like 

districts. And there are networks where they have highly rigid systems. But I think the opportunity is that 

you will have a degree of flexibility, and a degree of ability to create what you do in your classroom in 

so many of these schools, even the schools that started out as the legendary, no exclusive schools that 

had these very prescriptive routines and classes, you're seeing them back off that a little bit now. And 

you're seeing greater opportunity made for teachers to kind of spread their wings. So, I think there's a 

huge opportunity there. I think you should also expect there's going to be a lot of work. This is not, no 

teaching job is a nine to five job or an eight to three job. But I think charters sometimes do make 

extraordinary demands for good reason. They're teachers, they're trying to break through not only low 

expectations sometimes about what their kids can accomplish, but they're trying to break through, you 

know, the habits of centuries and how education is delivered. So, happily, a whole host of really 

important innovations have come out of the charter world because of the teachers. Just one quick 

example. I was on the board of E.L. Haynes, a charter school here in district and the chief academic 

officer of the school, he found that the teachers were having difficulty reteaching lessons that the kids 

didn't get, because they didn't have like a second fallback place to go to help them explain it. So he 

began working with the best teachers in the school to kind of do little videos. So here's what happens 

when I reach that knot, I tried this. Eventually, he created a nonprofit that then recruited teachers from 

around the country to do that and their products are now in school systems all around the country. 

Eric Westendorf is the founder and I think he estimates that something like 33% of teachers have been 

exposed to some of their products, charter schools, public schools, all kinds of schools, that's 

something that came out of this, you know, intensity that charter teachers have in trying to make the 

thing work.  
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1:00:43 Ember Reichgott Junge 

Two points. One, you were just saying charter schools and public schools and that is such a frequent, 

easy thing to do, but we, I-  

 

1:00:53 Nelson Smith 

Did I say that? 

 

1:00:54 Ember Reichgott Junge 

Yes, I know, but even for our viewers, it's an opportunity to say what I like to say is charter public 

schools and district or traditional public schools. Otherwise, it presupposes that charters are private, 

which they are not… 

 

1:01:10 Nelson Smith 

That’s what I meant. I was just trying to make the point, here's an innovation that isn't just in the charter 

world. It's right through the much larger system of district-run schools around the country.  

 

1:01:20 Ember Reichgott Junge 

And that's the second point, that it was one of the key purposes of the chartering law was to create 

innovation, being the systemic reform to allow innovation to happen, try new things, new different things 

and that's what Ted Kolderie wanted and as long as that law is there to allow that, not every innovation 

is going to succeed, but the door is open for it to do so.  

 

1:01:42 Nelson Smith 

Learnzillion is the name of the program… 

 

1:01:43 

I’ll have to look that up when we’re finished with this. And then and then the last thing that you said that 

I thought was really interesting is the teachers and as a Democrat, and as a union-endorsed Democrat 

who authored the charter school law, a lot of people don't realize that one of the reasons I did that was 

to empower teachers and Al Shanker had mentioned charter schools as a way to build the 

professionalism of the profession. And so what you were saying about the, the notion of giving teachers 

that autonomy is precisely what drove me as the author because thinking that they would have that 

opportunity to exercise that leadership and that autonomy and do the good things that they do and the 

innovations they do. So that is interesting that that you should bring that up. Just to close up now, 

because this has been a great interview, and I appreciate it so much. What is the greatest future 

challenge you see for the next 25 years in chartering? I mean, you've had such a history here in so 

many different ways. What is the what is the biggest thing that we need to work on in the charter sector 

to make sure it succeeds another 25 years? 

 

1:02:58 Nelson Smith 

I will mention two things. I guess there's probably more that I could name but two things. One is that we 

have to be careful not to be seen as a partisan movement. Especially in the early years, we had just 

tremendous bipartisan support. It was under Bill Clinton that the national, the federal Charter Schools 

Program was created. You know, he talked about getting 3,000 charter schools on the ground by 2000. 
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We had that at the national level, whether it was Clinton, Bush, Obama. There was a wonderful point 

during the campaign when Obama and McCain were asked about charter schools, and they both sang 

their praises during the debate. And I remember seeing when he was in office, I remember sitting just 

slack jawed in front of the TV set, as Barack Obama was asked about charter schools and ticked off 

like 11 or 12, very specific and correct aspects of how they operate and why they are a good idea, we 

had that. It was never quite as strong at the local level and state level because there was always more 

partisan politics there. But what's happened in recent years, I'm afraid is that just due to the turbulence 

and the polarization in our political lives, on the national and state levels, is that charters are now things 

that the Republican majority sneaks in when it gets control of the state legislature. This is essentially 

what happened in West Virginia, there was just fierce opposition by the Democrats, but the 

Republicans got it done. As a charter guy, I'm happy about that. As a West Virginia resident, I'm happy 

to work with that new system, but I wish it was done with support on both sides. So, we have to be wary 

and work really hard to cultivate support on both sides because we have a real story to tell about the 

liberation of kids who are trapped in school systems that are not serving them. So that's number one. 

The other thing is internal, and I’ve worried about this for years, when I gave my last speech at the 

National Conference in 2010, in the middle of speech, I sat down on a stool and said, basically, I want 

to talk turkey about something. And that's that we have a problem with fraud in the charter school 

movement. There are too many days that I opened the clips and I see a story of somebody who had 

their hand until, or somebody who didn't report their finances correctly, or somebody that auditable 

records. That's got to stop. And there was a huge cheer in the hall, I thought, great, got it done. It 

remains a problem. Now, it is not I think as much of a problem as some of our critics like to think, 

because remember, every time something happens in a charter school, if there's an audit, the audit 

gets reported. If there's a hearing, the hearing gets reported, if the other charges that gets reported and 

it goes over and over again, into the news. So, there may be overdramatizing, a little bit. But there are 

just too many examples of people who are not in this for the right reason, and who somehow see 

charters as a cash cow for themselves. I don't know any way to discipline that except, as I said, then to 

have a zero-tolerance policy. I do think we should also, though, be looking at some structural issues 

where you see most fraud happening. It's a school that’s trying to replicate too fast and the second, 

third and fourth campus, get them into trouble, and they run into financial trouble, and they have to do 

some skullduggery to get out of it. I think we have to look at that phenomenon and look at the fact that 

where you have multiple campuses that have some sort of slightly centralized system of oversight, not 

the authorizer, but the school itself, they seem to do better when there's when there's more self-

policing. And I think we may need to look at some structural tweaks for the charter model down the 

road to make sure that we don't discredit the good work that's being done by the vast majority of people 

who go to go to work every morning trying to do the right thing for their kids.  

 

1:07:19 Ember Reichgott Junge 

Well, I couldn't agree more on those two challenges. I think you're just spot on. And I just really want to 

thank you. This has been a terrific interview, Nelson Smith, thank you for joining us coming all the way 

to D.C. today from West Virginia. And to our viewers, I want to just reemphasize what he said, we in the 

charter area have got to police ourselves on this broad issue. But we also have to be bipartisan, and 

we've lost that along the way. The Democrats and Republicans all need to work together and do what's 

right for kids. My hope is that with the COVID pandemic, we've probably redirected our sights to helping 

these children to overcome learning loss and maybe we can do that together as two sectors and 
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become bipartisan in that effort. And so with that, I urge you to just check out the National Charter 

Schools Founders Library at www.charterlibrary.org. I'm Ember Reichgott Junge. Thank you for joining 

us. 
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