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Introduction: The Context
A less-noticed but centrally important dimension of the innova-
tion in Minnesota’s chartering program is in its arrangements 
for creating the new schools. The authorizing arrangements have 
much to do with the innovative teaching and learning appearing.

The context for everything is, of course, the institutional 
innovation that created a charter sector in Minnesota’s system 
of public education in 1991; the nation’s first. But the extent to 
which chartering operates in Minnesota as an R&D program for 
public education was, is, possible because of the unusually broad 
approach the Legislature has taken with authorizing.

The earliest proposal from then-Senator Ember Reichgott 
called for giving the authority to create new schools both to dis-
tricts and to authorizers independent of the local districts.

The politics of the 1991 legislative session limited authoriz-
ing initially to districts. But quickly in subsequent sessions the 
Legislature added other public-education entities, Minnesota 
colleges and universities and, after that, large nonprofit organiza-
tions. As chartering spread across the states, Minnesota for a time 
had the largest set of organizations eligible to create new schools. 
In the early years any organization in one of the designated cate-
gories could self-declare itself an authorizer.

In revising the chartering statute in 2009 the Legislature 
required that each authorizer be specifically approved by the 
commissioner of education, expanded their duties and responsi-
bilities and required them periodically to document to the state 
Department of Education (MDE) that they were living up to their 
responsibilities. Authorizers would have to undergo a review ev-
ery five years in order to retain their authorizing authority.
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Initially, districts used their authorizing authority; did 
create schools. Most districts dropped out, however, after the 
2009 legislation made the authorizer’s oversight of its schools a 
more rigorous process. Today only two districts remain among 
Minnesota’s authorizers.

By 2009 it was becoming clear also that the existing struc-
ture of authorizing, even with its broad eligibility, was at risk. All 
the organizations given authority to approve new schools were 
organizations that had something larger and more important to 
do. For these, chartering was a side activity which, with the 
added responsibilities of the new legislation, came to seem 

peripheral.

This problem was solved in 
Minnesota in a way that produced a 
major innovation in authorizing. The 
Legislature introduced the concept of 
‘single-purpose’ authorizers; newly-cre-
ated nonprofits that would have no 

function other than to receive, to review and to act on proposals 
for schools, and to oversee the schools approved.

This legislation initially provided for three, to be given their 
authority by approval of the state Commissioner of Education. 
Three were soon organized and approved, and began operat-
ing: Novation Education Opportunities, Student Achievement 
Minnesota and Innovative Quality Schools.

Since then these single-purpose authorizers – now five — 
have provided most of the growth in Minnesota’s charter sector. 
They now account for almost half of the 179 schools chartered.

Innovative Quality Schools 
https://iqsmn.org 
651-234-0900

Minnesota’s version 
of the single-purpose 

authorizer is unique  
in America
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Minnesota Guild of Public Charter Schools 
http://www.guildschools.org 
612-991-0017

Minnesota Office of Charter Authorizing 
https://themocha.org 
612-267-6981

Novation Educational Opportunities (NEO) 
https://www.neoauthorizer.org 
612-889-2103

Student Achievement Minnesota 
https://www.samnllc.org 
763-557-6676

In Minnesota the opportunity to ‘try things’ is built into the 
authorizing system itself. Its non-profit, single-purpose authoriz-
er is unique in America, says David Greenberg, a Minneapolis-
based staff member of the National Association of Charter School 
Authorizers.

This model of single-purpose authorizer stands in marked 
contrast to the ‘independent chartering boards’ created by legisla-
tion and now existing in twenty-some states.

The idea of drawing-in a broad range of skills and experience 
to oversee the schools has made basic sense to more than one of 
Minnesota’s single-purpose authorizers; a marked contrast with 
the staff model found in authorizers in other states.

In Minnesota, Novation Education Opportunities is a mixed 
model. It has an executive director and several staff but broad-
ens its work with its schools by assembling a group of ‘NEO 
Advisors’. Another of the single-purpose authorizers goes about 
its work using no paid employees at all. This is Innovative Quality 
Schools (IQS); the subject of this case study.

■■■■
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Innovative Quality Schools
IQS’ founders were interested in creating a new way to go 

about their work with their portfolio of charter schools.

The charter authorizer, to begin with, does not own and 
operate its schools, as districts do. “The whole idea behind char-
ter schools is that in exchange for the freedom to be responsible 
for decisions in their own school they would be freed from many 
of the statutory requirements that control school districts”, says 
Ed Dirkswager, one of IQS’ initial board members. “Authorizers 
would monitor them according to mutually accepted contracts, 
but not tell them what to do.”

IQS’ initial board, in addition to Dirkswager, a former 
commissioner of Minnesota’s Department of Human Services 
who later helped organize physician practices, included Kristen 
Anderson, earlier a district superintendent; Dan Mott, legislative 
aide to the chairman of the Minnesota Senate Education Finance 
Committee while in law school, now practicing cooperative law; 
Elaine Salinas, with MIGIZI, a Native American communications 
organization; Robert Brown, a longtime professor of education-
al administration at the University of St. Thomas, and Ember 
Reichgott Junge, who as state senator had authored Minnesota’s, 
and the nation’s first, chartering law. Anderson served as board 
chair.

Getting approved; getting financed

The first challenge IQS faced was that the state Department 
of Education (MDE) was slow and inconsistent in developing 
guidelines for applicants wanting to become single-purpose 
authorizers. As a result, IQS had to apply twice before it was 
approved. It was a pattern that would repeat itself with MDE 
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changing its requirements and expectations for authorizers from 
time to time.

The next obstacle was startup funding. No money was pro-
vided by the state for authorizers: Authorizers had to wait until 
schools had enrolled students, had received their state payments 
and then had begun making the required payments to their au-
thorizers. That meant that at the beginning IQS had no money 
coming in.

Leading the initial organization was Robert Wedl, earlier 
Minnesota’s Commissioner of Education; later policy and plan-
ning director for the Minneapolis 
public schools, and an early support-
er of chartering in Minnesota and 
around the nation. Bob Wedl initial-
ly worked pro bono. Board members 
also contributed. “We (board mem-
bers) all put money in at first to get 
us going,” recalls Kristen Anderson. 
A small loan from a private donor 
that later was converted to a grant 
supplemented the work of IQS the first year.

Fortunately for IQS, after the 2009 changes in authorizer 
responsibilities several school districts that had previously au-
thorized schools moved to cease authorizing and several schools 
applied to transfer to IQS, providing some fees during IQS’s first 
year.

Revising the management

When Wedl wanted to move on, the board began contracting 
with what would become a series of professional partnerships for 
its administration.

IQS began contracting 
with what would 
become a series 
of professional 
partnerships for its 
administration
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The first, Interim Leadership Partners, was followed years 
later by Innovative Leadership Partners LLP and then in 2012 
by StrategicTREC LLC, a limited partnership headed by Tom 
Tapper, formerly a career Minnesota public-schools superinten-

dent; Steve O’Connor, a former district 
school-improvement specialist, and 
Milo Cutter, who had founded the first 
chartered school to open in Minnesota. 
Cutter left the leadership team when her 
school, City Academy, transferred to IQS 
as its authorizer. She was replaced by 
Laurie Schroeder, a former teacher and 
student support services director, who 
now serves as lead partner.

Supervising and assisting the schools

The fundamental conception of this new authorizer was 
Wedl’s: the focus on innovation, the idea of soliciting proposals 
(world-wide, at the start), the interest also in replicating here 
models proven successful elsewhere – project-based learning, for 
example, or professional roles for teachers – and the insistence on 
having a research component to follow what was being done. And 
the ‘cadre’ idea for IQS itself. 

IQS was to have no paid employees. The idea was to contract 
with professionals in education and other fields to administer the 
work of IQS and to work directly with schools. The hope was 
that the IQS model would prove more effective than the staff 
model found in other states; that it would let IQS simultaneously 
broaden its competence and reduce its costs.

“The cadre structure was part of the original plan,” says 
Dirkswager, “but getting the correct formula for the leadership 
team took a great deal of time.”

The cadre 
arrangements lets 

IQS simultaneously 
broaden its 

competence and 
reduce its costs.
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Early work also entailed coming up with contract language 
for administration and cadre work. Contract language also had 
to be developed that fulfilled the IQS mission of creating schools 
that were doing something innovative.

Part of the new charter sector in Minnesota, as in other 
states, consists of schools aimed at doing conventional schooling 
better. But in Minnesota’s program innovation is conspicuous. 
“Liberating Education from Convention” is the motto of the 
Minnesota Association of Charter Schools.

A framework was developed that called for applicant schools 
to have an innovative approach in at least one of five areas: 
governance, curriculum/educational model, finance, operations 
including staff configuration and/or responsibilities, or evaluation. 
Innovation was defined to mean a revision of a traditional method 
or an entirely new approach, an effort that has turned out to be 
ongoing.

It went so far as to suggest some innovative models to po-
tential applicants for authorizing, such as teacher-led, language 
immersion or use of a particular instructional model. “We have 
struggled to define what we mean by innovative,” says Schroeder.

The IQS website (https://iqsmn.org) describes its mission as:

… to authorize schools that are innovative and successful in 
preparing students to achieve their full potential by provid-
ing experience, expertise, and support to our schools…”

As the number of schools authorized grew, the effort neces-
sary to oversee multiple schools exceeded the time available and 
abilities of the original administrative group and cadre members. 
So Tom Tapper, who joined IQS in 2014 and served as lead part-
ner, began a recruiting process to expand the number of cadre 
members beyond the dozen or so that existed at the time.

“It turned out not to be that difficult. Lots of educators were 
interested in sharing their skills and learning new things,” says 
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Tapper. “And not just retirees. Most applicants were still work-
ing but were attracted to an effort that could be done on the side. 
Flexibility was an attraction, and still is when it comes to attract-
ing new cadre members.”

As the number grew IQS created a cadre team-leader posi-
tion. Cadre team leaders work with up to six schools and are the 

first point of contact for school leaders 
seeking assistance and for cadre mem-
bers assigned to the school. Cadre mem-
bers are paid $90 an hour plus mileage 
for their work, team leaders $1,000 per 
month.

Schroeder says that one innovative practice undertaken by 
IQS that has shown very positive results is its virtual organization 
model. “The cadre model has allowed us to attract many profes-
sionals with a wide range of skills and knowledge that we can 
then match to what individual schools need. We could never hire 
enough people to do that with a staff employee model.”

This is especially valuable because unlike some authorizers, 
IQS authorizes many different types of schools. Its focus is on 
innovation, not a particular curriculum or staffing model.

“Authorizers do not 
operate schools”
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The IQS school portfolio today

In a short time the number of schools authorized grew, and 
currently there are 34 schools operating, with one more approved 
and in a preoperational stage of development. Two or three more 
new schools are expected to be added per year in the coming 
years. IQS is now approved by the MDE to oversee up to 50 
schools.

Today it is essentially the ‘portfolio’ model recommended to 
the Education Commission of the States by Paul Hill, but seldom 
if ever implemented across the nation, where schools are tradi-
tionally owned and run by their district. “Authorizers do not 
operate schools”, Ed Dirkswager says.

The partnership’s annual report to the IQS board carries a 
description of, and the cadre’s analysis of, the full portfolio of 

schools. Here is the most recent report.
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Ongoing challenges

IQS board members and administrators agree a big challenge 
remaining is that getting a new chartered school up and running 
successfully is hard work. Startup money is scarce. “If there were 
more startup money there would be many more schools,” says 
Dirkswager.
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As shown in Table 2, the IQS school portfolio has a wide range of school sizes, ranging from the 
largest school, Duluth Public Schools Academy with an enrollment in excess of 1,000, to the smallest 
school, Metro Tech Academy, with an enrollment of less than thirty (30) students. 

     Graphs 1 & 2 below shows the demographics of the IQS portfolio and the similar demographics 
to the state.

Table 2: Portfolio Demographics

THE ANNUAL REPORT
TO THE IQS BOARD

Graphs 1 & 2: IQS and State Demographics

District Name
Total 
Enrollment

Total 
American 
Indian or 
Alaska Native 
Count

Total Asian 
Count

Total Native 
Hawaiian or 
Pacific 
Islander 
Count

Total 
Hispanic or 
Latino Count

Total Black or 
African 
American 
Count

Total White 
Count

Total Two or 
More Races 
Count

Total 
Students of 
Color or 
American 
Indian Count

Bdote Learning Center 102 91 0 0 9 0 1 1 101

Beacon Academy 568 0 14 0 56 175 280 43 288

BlueSky Charter School 603 9 13 0 58 12 469 42 134

City Academy 124 2 28 0 34 38 11 11 113

Cyber Village Academy 268 0 8 0 17 25 193 25 75

Duluth Public Schools Academy 1084 44 4 2 44 48 832 110 252

E.C.H.O. Charter School 69 11 1 0 5 2 45 5 24

EdVisions Off Campus School 109 3 0 0 4 7 93 2 16

International Spanish Language Academy 325 0 2 0 98 10 193 22 132

Jane Goodall Environmental Science Academy 111 0 0 0 2 1 107 1 4

Level Up Academy 133 0 2 0 7 10 113 1 20

Metro Tech Academy Charter School 24 0 0 0 0 24 0 0 24

Minisinaakwaang Leadership Academy 38 37 0 0 0 0 0 1 38

Minnesota Excellence in Learning Academy 203 0 2 0 25 157 11 8 192

Minnesota New Country School 218 0 0 0 9 1 189 19 29

Modern Montessori Charter School 110 0 6 0 2 8 87 7 23

Nasha Shkola Charter School 115 0 0 0 0 1 113 1 2

Notre Ecole Academy 26 0 0 0 1 5 20 0 6

Paladin Career and Technical High School 178 2 0 0 20 78 59 19 119

Prodeo Academy 775 2 123 0 126 483 7 34 768

Progeny Academy Charter School 52 0 4 0 7 33 6 2 46

St. Paul City School 515 8 118 0 233 109 25 22 490

St. Paul School of Northern Lights 206 1 3 0 19 5 160 18 46

STEP Academy Charter School 643 0 0 0 3 633 4 3 639

Success Academy 157 0 11 0 0 146 0 0 157

Technical Academies of Minnesota 122 0 0 0 31 2 81 8 41

The Journey School 93 2 2 0 19 41 5 24 88

Upper Mississippi Academy 287 0 7 0 43 22 188 27 99

Venture Academy 322 32 0 1 190 81 9 9 313

Watershed High School 35 1 0 0 13 3 17 1 18
IQS Portfolio 7615 245 348 3 1075 2160 3318 466 4297
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For the school, finding an adequate and affordable facility 
can prove challenging. Having to change facilities in the early 
years is not uncommon.

The schools must arrange assignments and working relation-
ships for staffs and board members. Most chartered schools start 
small so staff members must fulfill multiple roles that in larger 
schools would be handled by specialists.

The schools’ new students have often not been successful in 
their previous school and arrive with varying levels of knowledge 
and skills. (State law specifies that chartered schools must accept 
any new student application as long as it has room. If a school 
has more applicants than it has room, a lottery must be used to 
determine who is admitted.)

Schools that try to do too much too fast can be overwhelmed 
by the many challenges, and find families leaving the school 
rather than be part of the messy startup process. Chaotic op-
erations in the startup phase can create a poor reputation that 
plagues a school for years, slowing growth and deterring poten-
tial employees.

To increase the chances for success, many schools now start 
with a small number of classes and/or grades, and add students 
and grade levels in subsequent years.

IQS assistance to its authorized schools

To help startups IQS began contracting with a cadre member 
who specializes in helping new schools through the early years

IQS found that requiring schools to conduct research while 
operating a school startup was too ambitious. Staffs were just too 
busy getting the school started to devote much time to research-
ing the area where they had agreed to try something new. And 
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school staffs often lacked the skills needed to conduct reliable 
research.

“We continue to wrestle with what our definition of innova-
tive should be and how we can help schools document the effec-
tiveness of their innovative practices,” says Laurie Schroeder.

IQS has also added cadre members with experience in board 
governance and program evaluation, two of the most challenging 
aspects of the charter school model.

IQS focuses on innovation, and innovative ideas often 
build on the work of others. It partnered with Groves Learning 
Organization to bring the Groves evidence-based literacy support 
to schools with grades pre-K to grade three.

According to Groves, “Teachers working in schools that 
establish literacy partnerships are trained in proven, evi-

dence-based methods for sparking 
reading and spelling skills. In addi-
tion, teachers receive weekly face-to-
face classroom coaching for an entire 
school year along with ongoing 
professional development to develop 
fidelity of instruction.” IQS provides 
a $10,000 grant to help a school pay 
for the program.

Until the Covid pandemic, IQS 
would host gatherings, trainings, 

for IQS schools, school board members and cadre members. The 
pandemic forced these conferences to shift into ‘virtual’ mode. It 
also curtailed cadre member visits to schools, further contributing 
to the surplus. Schroeder says IQS will reinstitute the in-person 
events over the next year.

The superior efficiency of the IQS contract model has per-
mitted IQS over the years to build up a fund balance of about 

IQS added cadre with 
experience in board 

governance and 
program evaluation, 

two challenging areas 
for schools
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$300,000; budgeting annually to provide training for school 
staffs, school board and IQS cadre members, to provide grants 
to schools to cover services such as the Groves literacy program, 
to help schools further develop their innovative practices, and to 
establish new approaches to measuring student learning.

The surplus rises and falls because the amount of support 
schools request in any given year tends to vary. The two-year 
pandemic contributed also to a decrease in requests. Sometimes 
schools need a lot of help to deal with an issue and sometimes 
less. (Under the current state budget the maximum annual fee 
that can be assessed a school is $27,452; the minimum $6,863.)

Discussions about how to best use the surplus come up at 
IQS board meetings periodically.

IQS’ own research—on measures of school 
‘success’

Some of the funds have been used to help IQS develop what 
it calls “alternative measures” of school performance that schools 
can use to show progress, even excellence, in areas not addressed 
by the state’s standardized tests that currently are the measure of 
school ‘performance’.

Its Next Generation Assessment Portfolio System (NGAP) 
effort aims “to expand assessment options to include addition-
al measures that align with various and unique profiles of IQS 
schools”, and to “support IQS schools in identifying and develop-
ing assessments that directly correlate their mission and vision.”

The work, which slowed during the first two years of the 
covid pandemic, is gearing up again in 2022-23. A number of 
schools have agreed to participate in developing measures that 
demonstrate the effectiveness of a particular aspect of innovation.
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IQS board chair Steve Kelley, a former chair of Minnesota’s 
Senate Education Committee, now an instructor at the University 
of Minnesota’s Humphrey School of Public Affairs, says a new 
issue likely to impact schools and authorizers in coming years 
comes under the umbrella term of “sustainability” in such things 

as school energy use, food waste, trans-
portation, student and staff diversity, 
equity and inclusion. He says the ability 
to show that a school is particularly 
skilled at delivering higher levels of ef-
fectiveness in these areas could be used 
to attract new students and financial 
support.

Conclusion
One of the results of IQS adopting a mission that prioritizes inno-
vation is that it has ended up overseeing a wide variety of schools. 
It has a school that provides a Spanish immersion experience; 
another specializing in online education; still another focuses 
on the needs of Native American students; another on environ-
mental studies; one on digital literacy; one on the International 
Baccalaureate program; another on sports leadership. The list 
goes on. Each school contributes a unique learning environment 
to the IQS portfolio of schools.

Schroeder sees great strength in the IQS contract model. “We 
would never be able to offer the wide range of expertise the cadre 
model provides to schools with an employee model. We simply 
couldn’t afford to hire that many employees.”

She also stressed the benefits of the contract model to cadre 
members. It allows them to enjoy employment elsewhere and earn 
extra money by working for IQS episodically; it allows them to 
interact with a large number of professionals engaged in similar 

IQS is working to 
develop alternative, 
better, measures of 

school performance
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work; it provides training and opportunities to attend profession-
al collaborations.

“This model of contracted cadre has created space for them 
to do their work how they feel is best,” she says. They are not 
supervised, directed or evaluated the way an employee might be. 
Instead IQS had developed a cadre self-evaluation tool by which 
cadre professionals might judge their work.

The model has proven popular: IQS attracts new cadre mem-
bers primarily through word of mouth. “We’ve never struggled to 
get members,” Schroeder says. “If anything, we have too many at 
times! The times we’ve been ‘skinny’ in one category or another, 
we put the word out to the rest of the cadre members and folks 
show up to fill those roles.”

The ‘cadre’ arrangement would not be possible everywhere, 
Tom Tapper has said, but ought to be possible in any urban area 
with universities, schools of education, multiple districts and 
related education organizational infrastructure, in which good 
‘cadre members’ can be found.

■■■■

For more information on IQS consult the IQS website at  
https://iqsmn.org

Contact info: Laurie Schroeder, managing partner, at 
lschroeder@iqsmn.org, or Thomas Tapper, Ed.D., associate, at: 

ttapper@iqsmn.org.
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Board

Steve Kelley, Chair
spkinmn@gmail.com

Steve Kelley is a Senior Fellow at he Humphrey School of Public 
Affairs. He teaches classes related to science and technology pol-
icy, public budgeting and education law and policy. Before join-
ing the Humphrey School, he served in the Minnesota House of 
Representatives and then in the Minnesota Senate where he was 
chair of the Senate Education Committee. Steve also practiced 
commercial litigation in Minneapolis for many years and has 
served on the boards of several civic organizations

Dan Mott, Esq, Vice Chair
dmott@fredlaw.com

Mr. Mott is an attorney with the law firm of Fredrikson and 
Byron where he counsels cooperatives and other businesses in 
meeting their legal and business objectives. Mr. Mott has worked 
with charter schools for almost 25 years and previously served as 
a member of the MDE Charter School Advisory Council. He also 
was a staff person for the Minnesota Senate Education Finance 
Subcommittee as Minnesota was creating the nation’s leading 
school choice policies. Mr. Mott has served on the IQS board 
since its inception.

Holly Dayton
hollyjdayton@gmail.com

Ms. Dayton focuses on pension policy for the State of Minnesota 
and lives and works in the Twin Cities. She attended Avalon 
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School, a chartered school in Saint Paul, and continued the 
path of personalized learning by completing an individualized 
Bachelor’s degree in Environmental Communication and Public 
Policy through Metropolitan State University.

Sarah Tucher, Treasurer
stucher@fredlaw.com

Sarah Tucher is an attorney with the law firm of Fredrikson & 
Byron and a Certified Public Accountant (Inactive) who helps 
public and private companies buy and sell products and services 
nationally and internationally, communicate with investors and 
comply with complex disclosure regulations and regulatory re-
quirements for U.S. government contracts and grants.

Mary Otto
maryotto@live.com

Mary Otto is a citizen of the Minnesota Chippewa Tribe and the 
Tribal Liaison for MN Department of Commerce. Prior to her 
current role Mary worked for the White Earth Band of Ojibwe’s 
Education Department for seven years in varying capacities from 
elementary teacher to Director of Education, during this time 
Mary was also part of the Tribal Nations Education Committee 
which is an appointed seat to serve between MN Department 
of Education and the 11 federally recognized tribes to engage 
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Good Authorizing
Good ‘authorizing’ is essential in for the success of the 
chartered sector of public education. In Minnesota, where 
the schools have a strong bent toward innovation, its 
authorizing is innovative as well.

	■ Minnesota’s first-in-the-nation chartering law (in 
1991) empowered districts to approve proposals (from 
teachers and citizens) to try new and different forms 
of public schools. Quickly legislative amendments 
added other organizations able to approve proposals 
if the districts did not: Minnesota universities and 
colleges, and large social-service nonprofits.

	■ In 2009 the Legislature made it possible for newly-
created nonprofits approved by the commissioner of 
education also to serve as authorizers. This created 
an authorizer that could devote its full energy to 
receiving, considering and acting on proposals, 
and overseeing the schools it approved. Today 
Minnesota’s five single-purpose authorizers oversee 
almost half the state’s 179 chartered schools. 

	■ An exceptionally efficient model has appeared 
for these authorizers’ oversight and assistance to 
their portfolio of schools. Assembling a cadre of 
advisors, specialists in the many needs of the schools, 
authorizers using this model are able simultaneously 
to enlarge their capacity and to reduce their costs. 
This case study profiles one such: Innovative Quality 
Schools. 


