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Introduction

This white paper provides the information Florida citizens need to understand what's at stake and make
their voices heard. It traces how Schools of Hope evolved from its 2017 origins through the 2025 rule
change, examines the evidence on whether it works, presents arguments from supporters and critics,
shows what's happening right now in Sarasota and Manatee Counties, and provides actionable
information for Florida citizens who want to understand and respond to this policy.

In full transparency, this paper was aided by Al to conduct research and streamline the draft.

Section I: What Is the "Schools of Hope" Program?

The Original Vision (2017)

Schools of Hope was created as part of the “school choice” agenda under Governor Ron DeSantis and
then-Education Commissioner Manny Diaz Jr. Originally conceived by then-Representative Dick
Corcoran, the program was included in 2017’s massive education bill (H.B. 7069, 2017). The premise
was straightforward: some Florida schools, primarily in high-poverty urban areas, had received failing
grades for years, and students zoned for these schools had few options. The solution was to recruit
proven charter school operators, designated as "Hope Operators," to open schools near persistently
low-performing schools, giving families an alternative.

What is a “failing” or “low performing” school?

Florida assigns letter grades (A, B, C, D, or F) to schools based on up to 12 performance components
across six categories. A traditional public school that earned a "D" or "F" grade for three consecutive
years was considered a "persistently low-performing school" and the target of the SOH program.

How Schools Are Graded

Florida assigns letter grades (A, B, C, D, or F) to schools based on up to 12 performance components
across six categories:
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1. Achievement (5 components) - Percentage of students achieving passing scores in English
Language Arts (ELA), Grade 3 ELA, Math, Science, and Social Studies

2. Learning Gains (4 components) - Year-over-year improvement in ELA and Math, plus gains for
the lowest-performing 25% of students

3. Middle School Acceleration - Percentage passing high school End-of-Course (EOC) exams or

earning industry certifications

Graduation Rate - Four-year graduation rate

5. College and Career Acceleration - Percentage of graduates earning AP/IB/AICE scores, dual
enrollment credit, or industry certifications

s

How the Grade is Calculated
Each component is worth 0-100 points. The school's final percentage is:
Total Points Earned + Total Possible Points = Percentage

For example: A school with 10 applicable components (1,000 possible points) that earns 620 points
receives 62% = an A grade for elementary schools.

Grading Scale
Elementary Schools: A = 62%+ | B =54-61% | C =41-53% | D = 32-40% | F = <31%
Middle, High & Combination Schools: A = 64%+ | B = 57-63% | C = 44-56% | D = 34-43% | F = <33%

Key Requirements

e Schools must test at least 95% of their students
e Different school types use different scales based on which components apply to them

(Florida Department of Education, 2024)

The underlying theory was that market-based competition would force failing schools to improve or lose
students to better alternatives. High-quality SOH charter operators would ostensibly bring the expertise
and innovation absent in district schools for years. The resulting competitive pressure would
theoretically benefit all students, whether they chose charter schools or traditional schools.

Florida offered substantial incentives to make the program successful. Approximately $320 million in
state funding was authorized through 2019, with $290 million actually spent during that period (Florida
Department of Education, 2023; Oxenden, 2025). The legislature also created a $100 million Revolving
Loan Fund specifically to help operators overcome the significant capital costs of building schools (Fla.
Stat. §1002.333, 2017). To make Florida attractive to charter operators, the state promised five-year
operating agreements with reduced bureaucratic requirements and streamlined approval processes.

In exchange for these incentives, the program established clear requirements. SOH Operators had to
demonstrate track records of success with similar student populations. Not every charter operator was
eligible to be a SOH charter, just those with proven ability to serve high-poverty, high-need students
effectively. SOH charters had to locate within failing school attendance zones to ensure geographic
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access for the target population. Students from failing schools would receive enrollment priority,
guaranteeing that the program served its intended beneficiaries rather than drawing students from
successful schools nearby.

In 2017, Schools of Hope was a targeted intervention for a specific population, with a narrow focus and
clear mission; it would help students trapped in Florida's worst schools. The program's name itself—
Schools of Hope—evoked this mission, suggesting rescue and opportunity for students who had been
underserved for too long.

Section Il: How the Policy Changed (2017-2025)

Phase 1: Slow Start (2017-2019)

Schools of Hope’s ambitious vision met immediate reality. The national charter networks Florida hoped
to attract remained hesitant. Despite hundreds of millions in state funding and a $100 million loan fund,
few Hope schools actually opened (Florida Department of Education, 2023). By 2019, just a handful of
schools were serving a limited number of students.

Why the program struggled:

Facility costs remained prohibitive even with 25% loan caps and state subsidies
Building schools from scratch takes years of planning, approval, and construction
Local opposition emerged in some communities skeptical of outside operators
Easier markets existed elsewhere for charter operators seeking expansion

By 2019, the $100 million loan fund was nearly depleted despite limited school openings, with $98.9
million already disbursed (Florida Department of Education, 2023).

The slow uptake suggested the market wasn't responding to Florida's incentives as lawmakers had
predicted.

Phase 2: Broadening Eligibility (2019-2023)

In response to Schools of Hope's weak growth, lawmakers made key changes with Senate Bill 7070
(2019):

e Expanded the definition of "persistently low-performing": Now included any school in the bottom
10% statewide over 2 of 3 years, not just schools with consecutive D/F grades

e Increased state funding to sustain the program despite minimal results

e Geographic expansion beyond urban cores to include "Opportunity Zones" (economically
depressed areas identified under federal tax law)
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Despite the expansion of eligibility, the program continued to produce minimal growth.

Phase 3: The 2025 Expansion

The Schools of Hope was fundamentally changed without legislative debate by Florida’'s appointed
State Board of Education Rule F.A.C. 6A-1.0998271 (Fla. Admin. Code R. 6A-1.0998271, 2025).

What the 2025 Rule Requires:
1. Mandatory Free Facilities

e Districts must provide "underused, vacant, or surplus"” facilities to SOH Operators
e At no cost - no rent, no lease payments
e Districts cannot refuse if space meets DOE's vague "underused" definition

2. District-Subsidized Operations

e Districts must provide:
o Building maintenance and custodial services
o Food service (cafeteria operations)
o Transportation

e All at district expense under "Shared Facility Plan"

3. The "Building Notice" Process

e SOH charter files "School of Hope Building Notice" claiming specific facility
e District has 20 days to respond with utilization data
e |f deemed underused, co-location proceeds

The "Underused” Problem: Vague Definitions and Missing Guidance

The mechanism that determines which district facilities are vulnerable to SOH Operators is creating
chaos for school districts across Florida.

According to Florida Administrative Code Rule 6A-1.0998271, an "underused, vacant or surplus facility"
means an entire facility or portion thereof that is "not fully used or is used irregularly or intermittently by
the district for instructional or program use" (Fla. Admin. Code R. 6A-1.0998271, 2025). A facility is
considered "fully used" only if it has no unused student stations (seats).

However, the definition focuses narrowly on seat counts and does not adequately consider multiple
factors that serve critical district needs. The Department of Education has not provided clear
implementation guidance on critical questions:

e What is the exact utilization formula and threshold that triggers "underused" status?

e Do future enrollment projections based on housing development or demographic trends matter?
e What qualifies as "intermittent or irregular use" versus legitimate program needs?
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What process exists for challenging DOE determinations?

How should districts document specialized space usage like special education classrooms, labs,
career and technical rooms, and spaces for pre-kindergarten and community educational
purposes that aren’t always filled?

As a result of the new rule, a high-performing school with declining enroliment due to demographic
changes—not academic failure—can be forced into co-location. Likewise, programs serving specific
needs like special education are vulnerable because the number of students in class is smaller than in
other classrooms. The policy has moved far beyond its original purpose of serving students in
persistently low-performing schools.

Why This Uncertainty Matters

Without clear rules and procedures, districts are forced to make defensive decisions such as
consolidating schools, eliminating programs, and moving offices into classrooms. These actions are not
based on educational needs but enacted to avoid the vague "underused" designation. Districts are
operating in a gray zone without the guidance on appeals and recourse.

The Data Contradiction

It is relevant to note that Sarasota's public schools have a median 82% rate of utilization, similar to the
county's charter schools’ median utilization of 84% (Gilliam et al., 2025). If underutilization of space
has become a crisis that warrants state intervention, why aren't existing charter schools subject to the
same scrutiny and co-location requirements?

Section llI: Eight Years and $300 Million Later, Did It Work?

Despite generous time and state investment, the Schools of Hope program produced results that fall
short of its promises (Oxenden, 2025). Outside operators have not improved grades of the schools they
now run, and experiences in Florida and other states reveal that change in oversight alone cannot
improve struggling schools. During the last eight years the state’s incentives have not attracted the
national charter networks as hoped (NextSteps, 2024). Furthermore, there are gaps in transparency
that prevent full evaluation of whether Schools of Hope ever served the population it was created for.

SOH School Grades Are Not Better

Approximately twelve SOH schools currently operate across the state, a tiny fraction of Florida's
roughly 4,000 public schools. Eight of them earned C or D grades in 2024 (Florida Department of
Education, 2025a; Etienne, 2025). Meanwhile, dozens of traditional public schools in high-poverty
areas earned A and B grades during the same period (Etienne, 2025). This demonstrates that
challenging demographics do not mean automatic failure and that effective models already exist within
Florida's traditional district structure.
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Despite similar performance, traditional public schools earning C or D grades face state sanctions and
potential intervention, while no Hope Operators have lost their designation due to poor academic
results.

The Transparency Problem: Who's Actually Being Served?

Florida does not publicly report whether SOH charters enroll the same percentages of students with
disabilities, English language learners, or students eligible for free or reduced lunch as the schools they
take over (Florida Department of Education, 2025b). Additionally, the state does not track whether
students attending Hope schools actually come from the low-performing schools in the attendance
zones where Hope schools were supposed to locate.

This matters because charter schools nationally tend to enroll fewer high-need students than
neighboring traditional public schools, a pattern researchers call "cream-skimming" (U.S. Government
Accountability Office, 2012; West, Ingram, & Hind, 2006). The entire premise of Schools of Hope
collapses if its schools are not serving the most challenging student populations as designed. A charter
school that enrolls fewer students with disabilities, fewer English learners, and fewer students from the
lowest-income families than the failing school it was meant to replace is not demonstrating superior
effectiveness; it's showcasing the advantage of serving an easier population.

Lack of transparency in demographic data is critical. Without it, Florida taxpayers cannot determine
whether their investment is reaching the children who were supposed to benefit, or whether the
program has become a vehicle for charter expansion that neglects the most challenging students while
falsely claiming to help them.

Jefferson County: A Cautionary Tale

In 2017, Jefferson County became Florida's first all-charter district when Somerset Academy (managed
by for-profit company Academica) took over the rural district's two schools after years of D and F
grades (Bakeman, 2022). With state backing, increased funding, and the Schools of Hope framework,
the takeover was presented as a model for how proven charter operators could transform persistently
failing schools.

Academic results were mixed during Somerset’s tenure. An early bump was followed by inconsistent
performance and overall results fell short of expectations. High operational costs and staff turnover
created instability, and community tensions grew over loss of local control as residents felt increasingly
disconnected from decision-making about their schools (Bakeman, 2022).

Somerset's five-year contract expired in 2022 and the state’s efforts to find a successor became mired
in controversy. Ultimately, the state pivoted and returned control to the locally elected school board in
mid-2022 (Bakeman, 2022).

What happened after local control was restored:
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Jefferson County's consolidated K-12 school improved dramatically. The school earned a C grade in
2023 and a B grade in 2024, and the improvement is credited to stable leadership and a community-
partnership model supported by Florida State University (Brown, 2024).

Jefferson County's Recovery

Jefferson County provides a telling case study. After Somerset Academy's SOH management ended in
2022, the district returned to local control. Within two years, the school improved from an F grade to a B
grade (Brown, 2024; Mueller, 2022).

This improvement under local control—after years of declining performance under charter management
—raises a fundamental question: If charter operators couldn't improve Jefferson County's schools
despite state support and flexibility, why would expanding this model to high-performing schools make
sense?

Despite this evidence of failure, Florida doubled down in 2025. The State didn't fix the program's
problems. Instead it dramatically expanded its reach through rule changes that allow charter operators
to claim facilities in any school with empty seats, regardless of academic performance.

Section IV: Why the 2025 Expansion is Alarming

The 2025 rule changes transform Schools of Hope from a targeted intervention for low performing
schools into a means for charter expansion regardless of academic performance, community need, or
whether students from failing schools would benefit. Instead of being accomplished through transparent
legislative debate, the transformation occurred through administrative rule-making and budget bill
provisions. The process was driven by intensive lobbying from billionaire donors and charter operators.
The 2025 expansion raises urgent questions about local government control, profit motives in public
education, and whether political influence drives Florida education policy rather than evidence.

Mission Creep: From Failing Schools to Any Building

Schools of Hope was created in 2017 with a specific mission to help students in persistently low-
performing schools, meaning those earning D or F grades for multiple consecutive years in high-
poverty areas where families lacked alternatives.

The 2025 rules abandon this mission entirely. As detailed in Section Il, charter operators designated as
Hope Operators can now claim any building deemed "underused" under the Department of Education's
vague formula, regardless of that school's academic performance, the reasons for declining enroliment,
or whether students from failing schools would benefit.

Consider the implications in this scenario: An elementary school earning an A grade experiences
declining enrollment because fewer young families can afford housing in the area. This is a
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demographic trend, not an academic failure. Under the 2025 rules, a Hope Operator can file a Building

Notice claiming the unused space, forcing co-location. The charter school serves students who already
had access to a high-performing school, not students trapped in failing schools. The rule change moves
Schools of Hope completely away from its original purpose.

The Money Behind the Expansion: Political Influence and Lobbying

The 2025 transformation of Schools of Hope was not built upon the program's success. Instead it was
born from intensive lobbying by billionaire donors and charter operators who secured unprecedented
access to public facilities through political influence.

Ken Griffin's Investment and Political Influence

In September 2025, billionaire hedge fund manager Ken Griffin announced a $50 million donation to
Success Academy Charter Schools for Florida expansion—his “largest single commitment to school
choice” (Gordon & Kaiser, 2025). The announcement was made as Governor Ron DeSantis, Success
Academy CEO Eva Moskowitz, and state education officials celebrated the charter network's planned
Florida entry (Bakeman, 2025).

Griffin's donation to Success Academy comes on the heels of extraordinary political spending.
Investigative reporter Jason Garcia documented that Griffin made “more than $28 million in Florida
campaign contributions during the 2024 elections. $12 million of that was donated to a political
committee personally important to Governor DeSantis” (Garcia, 2025). According to the Florida
Phoenix, Griffin has invested over $100 million in Florida's education system since he moved his
Citadel hedge fund from Chicago to Miami in 2022 (Philanthropy News Digest, 2024; Florida Phoenix,
2025).

Lobbying for Legislative Changes

Garcia reports that the 2025 expansion happened through coordinated lobbying in the shadows rather
than legislative debate. Lobbyists for Ken Griffin and Success Academy arranged meetings with
legislative leadership and provided specific bill language (Garcia, 2025). Griffin’s lobbyist also arranged
a virtual meeting between Senate President Ben Albritton's top aides and representatives for Griffin,
Success Academy, and a Jeb Bush-led school-choice advocacy group (Garcia, 2025).

The legislative vehicle—Senate Bill 2510—was a budget-related conforming bill passed during the June
2025 extended session. The Schools of Hope provisions were inserted into this legislation without the
public hearing and committee debate that standalone education bills typically receive (Garcia, 2025).

Despite Griffin's private donation, Success Academy submitted a funding document to Florida
lawmakers requesting approximately “$50 million in taxpayer money over several years for start-
up costs”, plus a “perpetual bonus of up to $5,000 per year for every student” Success Academy
serves (Garcia, 2025). This request came despite the Schools of Hope program already providing
substantial subsidies including the $290 million spent through 2019 and now—under the 2025 rules—
free district facilities, maintenance, transportation, and food service (Oxenden, 2025).
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While Success Academy’s self reported outcomes are positive, the network’s policies on student
discipline, retention, and admissions have created significant controversy in its home state of New York.
Media documented “Got to Go” lists identifying students the staff wanted to pressure out of the school
(Nelson, 2015). Research published by New York University’s MetroCenter reported Success Academy
had a much higher suspension rate than traditional public schools, particularly for Black students and
students with disabilities (Jean-Pierre, 2017). In 2021 New York City fined the Success Academy’s
network over $2 million for discrimination against students with disabilities through insufficient
accommodations and unlawful disciplinary actions (National Center for the Study of Privatization in
Education, 2021).

Success Academy also enrolls lower percentages of English language learners and students with
disabilities than the schools in the surrounding district (Shanker Institute, 2015; New York State
Education Department, n.d.). Enrolling fewer high-needs students raises questions about the veracity of
Success Academy’s self-reported results.

Many charter networks, including the largest operators pursuing Schools of Hope opportunities,
contract with for-profit management companies that control nearly every aspect of school operations.
Mater Academy, which filed notices for approximately 100 Florida schools, contracts with Academica, a
for-profit company that was investigated by the U.S. Department of Education for related-party
transactions and conflicts of interest (StatelImpact Florida, 2014). For perspective on costs to taxpayers,
in 2016 Academica collected more than $158M total revenue from South Florida schools, including $9M
in management fees. (Gurney, 2016)

The 2025 expansion of Schools of Hope was produced by politically connected interests that had the
resources and access to reshape Florida law to serve their expansion goals.

Why This Matters

The 2025 expansion gives for-profit management companies unprecedented access to public facilities
at no cost, plus district-subsidized services, while continuing to extract management fees from per-pupil
funding. This raises critical questions:

e When corporate profits depend on enroliment growth and efficiency, do financial considerations
drive decisions about which students to enroll and which costs to minimize?

e What percentage of per-pupil funding reaches classrooms versus management company
profits?

e When schools underperform, who is accountable, the nonprofit board or the for-profit manager?

The policy creates a mechanism for private profit extraction from public resources on a scale Florida as

well as the rest of the nation have not previously seen. Is this an indication that Florida is moving
towards the privatization of public education?
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The Fiscal Reality: Hidden Costs and Competitive Disadvantage

As outlined in Section IlI's description of the 2025 rule changes, districts must provide facilities at no
cost along with maintenance, food service, and transportation, all at district expense. These are not
trivial costs: operating and maintaining school buildings cost districts millions of dollars annually even
before considering the specialized services required.

Lost revenue creates a second financial squeeze. When students transfer to Hope schools, the per-
pupil state funding follows them to the charter operator. The district's fixed costs remain the same,
however. Buildings still require debt service payments on construction bonds. Infrastructure needs
maintenance. The district receives less funding while retaining the same cost obligations.

Opportunity costs are monies that districts cannot recover. Buildings occupied by charter schools
cannot be sold, even if declining enrollment makes them redundant to district needs. Capital planning
becomes severely complicated when districts don't know which buildings will remain under their control.

There are additional hidden costs that will accumulate: administrative overhead managing dual-use
arrangements and resolving conflicts, legal fees for reviewing and responding to Building Notices,
facilities planning staff time consumed by uncertainty, and lost efficiency from managing split campuses
with competing priorities.

Duval County residents asked their Superintendent Chris Bernier how co-location is financially
sustainable when charter schools "pay no bills." Bernier admitted the district is "already suffering
financially" but couldn't provide specific cost figures because no comprehensive accounting
framework exists. (Mallicoat, 2025) The absence of transparent cost accounting means Florida
taxpayers and local school boards cannot assess the true expense of subsidizing charter operators.

Mandatory Compliance, Not Partnership

When Schools of Hope was introduced, the program emphasized collaboration between districts and
charter operators. The 2025 rule change compels cooperation. It is a fundamental betrayal of the
"partnership" promise.

Under the new rules, districts have no choice but to accept charter occupation of their facilities if the
space meets the Department of Education's "underused" definition. The "Building Notice" process
strongly favors charter operators. There is limited ability to challenge those determinations and rights
are unclear in the vague regulatory language. Districts can only object on grounds of "material
impracticability”, but the rule does not define this term. (Fla. Admin. Code R. 6A-1.0998271, 2025)

Meanwhile, elected school boards, directly accountable to voters who approved the bond measures
that built these facilities, lose authority over public assets to state-appointed officials and private
charter operators. Local communities lose the ability to make decisions about assets they built,
maintain, and rely on for community functions beyond daily schooling: emergency/hurricane evacuation
shelters, civic meeting spaces, adult education programs. Control is transferred from elected officials
who are accountable to voters to appointed officials accountable to the Governor and private operators.
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The Co-Location Reality: Operational Challenges

Co-location creates predictable operational problems that affect students, staff, and families in both
schools. The day-to-day challenges emerge immediately. Two schools compete for limited shared
spaces such as gymnasiums, cafeterias, libraries, playgrounds and athletic fields. Schedules that
satisfy both programs must be settled. Two separate administrations operate under different policies
and priorities, creating confusion for families and friction among staff. The different schools may have
different protocols for security and access, adding to the complications.

While studies of co-location in New York City found no systematic drop in learning outcomes for host
schools, they do find operational tensions such as shared cafeteria/gym scheduling disputes, and
enrollment shifts. In case studies and qualitative accounts, host schools report reduced specialized-
space access, increased scheduling complexity, and strains on staff morale. Some co-locations have
later been restructured or separated when the shared-space model proved operationally difficult to
sustain (Winters, 2014).

Florida is repeating this experiment without learning from other states' failures. The 2025 rules impose
co-location without providing districts the resources or guidance to manage the inevitable conflicts.

Lack of Legislative Accountability

Accountability breaks down when legislators cannot or will not explain votes with significant local
impacts. When Suncoast Searchlight contacted state legislators from Sarasota, Manatee, and DeSoto
counties about the new rules’ local implications, only two responded. State Rep. Bill Conerly (R-
Manatee) acknowledged he "didn't recall explicit debate about the provision during the legislative
session.(Oxenden, 2025) State Senator Joe Gruters (R-Sarasota told the paper that he’s “heard from
worried constituents, but hasn’t yet met with district leaders.” (Oxenden, 2025)

Citizens deserve explanations for policies that override local control and commit substantial
public resources, especially when they change dramatically from their original purpose.

The School Accountability Double Standard

Traditional public schools in Florida that earn C or D grades face sanctions, loss of funding flexibility,
risk of closure or takeover, and intense public scrutiny. In contrast, Hope schools with similar grades
continue operating. Florida has not published performance margins that would trigger loss of Hope
Operator status, so the circumstances for removing Hope Operator designation due to poor
performance appear to be nonexistent. The double standard raises concerns that the program
prioritizes charter expansion over educational improvement.
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Section V: What's Happening in Our Counties: Sarasota and
Manatee

The 2025 rule changes are not abstract policy debates; they are creating real consequences in local
Florida communities right now. Sarasota and Manatee counties illustrate how the transformed Schools
of Hope program forces districts into impossible choices while overriding local democratic control.

Sarasota County: The Preemptive Strike

The Vulnerability

When the September 2025 rule took effect, Sarasota County Schools faced an immediate problem.
District analysis identified approximately 3,100 student stations (seats) across multiple schools that
could be designated "underused" under the Department of Education's formula. These stations would
be vulnerable to charter operator claims even though the district has maintained an A rating for over 10
years (Gilliam & Salman, 2025; Florida Department of Education, 2025).

Sarasota’s "underused" buildings resulted from changing demographics, not academic failure. The
county’s overall population has increased substantially, but not the number of school aged children.
Sarasota County also has the seventh-lowest birth rate in Florida (Gilliam, Salman, & Oxenden, 2025).
As Holly Bullard of the Florida Policy Institute explained, "Sarasota's affordable housing shortage has
contributed to fewer young families moving here, meaning there are fewer children to attend schools
overall, not that there is any kind of large exodus from public schools" (Gilliam, Salman, & Oxenden,
2025).

The Strategic Response

Rather than wait for Building Notices, Sarasota took preemptive action to eliminate "underused"
designations before charter operators could claim the spaces by devising a Utilization and Facilities
Optimization Plan. The plan eliminates the 3,100 student stations that were deemed unused in multiple
ways: school consolidations affecting Brookside Middle, Alta Vista, Brentwood, Gulf Gate, and
Wilkinson Elementary; conversion of elementary schools to K-8 models; leasing space to nonprofits like
Junior Achievement's JA BizTown program; relocating district administration into school buildings; and
"reimagining" Brookside Middle as Gulf Coast Academy of Innovation & Technology focused on Al,
machine learning, and cybersecurity (Gilliam & Salman, 2025).

The Mater Academy Notices

Despite Sarasota's preemptive efforts, Mater Academy filed Building Notices in October 2025 for three
schools: Emma E. Booker Elementary, Brookside Middle, and Oak Park School (a K-12 campus
serving students with disabilities). School Board Member Liz Barker describes Mater’s notices as a
"hostile takeover" (Gilliam, Herman, & Salman, 2025). The notices were filed before the rule's effective
date, but signal Mater's intentions. Sarasota's experience illustrates the difficult position districts face:
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making consequential decisions based not on educational needs but purely to avoid "underused"
designation.

Manatee County: Responding to Building Notices

The Schools Targeted

Manatee County received Building Notices from Mater Academy in October 2025 for two facilities with
projected enrollments that raise questions about the operator's actual intentions.

Lincoln Memorial Middle School (Palmetto): Mater Academy has staked its claim, projecting 968
students within five years from August 2027. The targeting is ironic. Lincoln Memorial Middle was
formerly Lincoln Memorial Academy, a charter school whose charter was revoked by the district due to
poor performance (Maley, 2025). The district converted it back to a traditional middle school, and now,
a different charter operator seeks to claim the same building under a state mandate the district cannot
refuse.

Sara Scott Harllee Center (Bradenton): Mater projects to have 782 students within five years at
Harllee, but this school houses alternative school programs and a new SOAR in 4 pre-K lab. School
Board Member Heather Felton's response: "Over my dead body are they going to take that building"
(Sheridan, 2025). Felton noted the physical impossibility of the projected student number: "There is not
room for 782 students in that building," suggesting Mater intends a complete takeover rather than co-
location” (Sheridan, 2025).

Superintendent Laurie Breslin captured the fundamental problem: "We must respond responsibly to any
valid letter that comes in, noting the wonderful programs that we have on our campus that maybe aren't
noted in just the student numbers" (Sheridan, 2025).

The lack of recourse for districts is particularly concerning to School Board Member Heather Felton,
who explained in an interview on WSLR's Talk of the Town (Seidman, 2025) that Manatee County is
currently rezoning the district. The county’s population is still growing rapidly, necessitating new schools
as well as changes in school assignments. Seats that are "underutilized" today will be filled next year.

Felton also says that the schools Mater targeted are not failing.

Statewide Context: A Coordinated Expansion

The Sarasota and Manatee situations are part of a coordinated statewide strategy. In October 2025,
before the application period was even open, Mater Academy filed Building Notices for approximately
100 schools in eight Florida districts (Sheridan, 2025)

Now that the notification period is open, charters are staking their claims on hundreds of schools across
the state (Walker, 2025; Kumar, 2025; Sheridan, 2025). Over 680 Building Notices have been sent to
schools by SOH charters (H. Felton, personal communication, November 30, 2025).
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The coordinated timing suggests strategic planning rather than organic, community-driven responses to
local educational needs. This is charter expansion at scale, using the 2025 rule changes as the
mechanism.

Sue Woltanski, School Board member for Monroe County, explained in the Podcast “Have You Heard,”
that in the 2025 rule change, the State Board of Education said if more than one charter school applied
to co-locate, it was first come, first served. Mater Academy sent out their letters of intent to occupy
before the official notice date to stake their claim (Berkshire & Schneider, 2025).

When discussing the letters sent by Mater Academy WSLR's Talk of the Town, Holly Bullard from the
Florida Policy Institute noted that 30 letters were sent to ESC (Exceptional Service Center) schools,
pointing out that a traditional charter co-locating with a special education school would be impractical.
She stressed that Mater “isn’t even Googling these schools” (Seidman, 2025).

What These Cases Reveal

Sarasota and Manatee show that districts will have to make educational decisions based not on student
needs, but on avoiding "underused" designation. This inefficient use of resources may harm
educational quality. High-performing districts with strong academic results receive no protection;
Sarasota's A rating provides no immunity. The Schools of Hope policy has moved completely beyond its
original justification of helping students in failing schools.

What happens in these counties will influence how this policy affects districts statewide and whether
citizens demand accountability or accept the transformation of public education governance. At stake
are fundamental questions about democratic control, efficient use of public resources, and whether
Florida's commitment to public education serving 90% of students will withstand state policies that
prioritize charter expansion over local control and proven educational effectiveness.

VI. What Citizens Can Do

The future of Schools of Hope depends on whether citizens demand accountability. While district school
boards face legal constraints under the 2025 rules, residents and parents retain significant power.

Demand Answers from Elected Officials

Florida residents have the right to demand clear responses from legislators who voted for these policies
and appointed officials who implemented them. Key questions include:

e Why expand a program that hasn't proven effective after eight years?
What is the complete cost to districts per Hope school student, and why is there no public
accounting?

e Why should state-appointed officials override locally elected school boards?

e What recourse do districts have if they believe "underused" determinations are wrong?
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These are fundamental accountability questions that any citizen should be able to ask about policies
affecting their community, their tax dollars, and their schools.

Get Organized and Take Action

The most effective responses combine local organizing with statewide coordination. Families for
Strong Public Schools has developed a comprehensive action toolkit with specific guidance for
meeting with school board members and legislators, filing complaints, organizing community
conversations, and sample scripts and letters. To request the full Schools of ‘Nope’ Toolkit and

related advocacy materials, visit www.SchoolsOfNope.org

At the local level:

Attend school board meetings and speak during public comment
Request public records: Building Notices, utilization data, cost estimates
Document impacts in your community and share with local media
Connect with other parents and community members

At the state level:

e Contact your state legislators and demand answers to the questions above

e Support Senator Darryl Rouson's SB 424, which would repeal the 2025 changes that enable
charters to co-locate at district cost.

e Urge representatives to develop a companion House bill

e Ask candidates about their position on Schools of Hope during election season

The future of Schools of Hope depends on whether citizens demand accountability and evidence-based
policy. While districts face legal constraints under the 2025 rules, residents and parents retain
significant power through democratic pressure on elected legislators, engagement with local
school boards, public awareness and media attention, and documentation of impacts in their
communities.

VIl. Conclusion: What's at Stake

The Schools of Hope policy presented to Florida voters in 2017 bears little resemblance to what's being
implemented in 2025. Districts face impossible choices between disrupting communities through
preemptive consolidations or surrendering control of their facilities to charter operators. Students and
families face uncertainty about the future of their neighborhood schools. Taxpayers fund a program
without evidence it works.

The policy now affects far more than struggling schools. It impacts students' access to stable, quality
education in their neighborhood schools; communities' ability to retain schools as civic anchors and
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emergency shelters; taxpayers' right to see education spending produce measurable results; and
Florida's commitment to democratically governed public schools that serve 90% of students.

What happens next depends on whether citizens, districts, and courts demand accountability, evidence,
and respect for local democratic control. The 2026 legislative session will reveal whether lawmakers
respond to constituent concerns or continue expanding a program that has yet to justify its existence—
let alone its dramatic transformation from helping failing schools to claiming any building with empty
seats.

Page 16 of 20



Appendix: References and Resources

References

Primary Legal and Government Sources

Duval County Public Schools. (2021). Turnaround operator school evaluation report. Jacksonville, FL:
Author.

Fla. Admin. Code R. 6A-1.0998271 (2025). https://www.flrules.org/gateway/ruleNo.asp?
id=6A-1.0998271

Florida Department of Education. (2023). Schools of Hope program financial reports and accountability
data. https://www.fldoe.org/

Florida Department of Education. (2024). Grading Florida public schools 2024-25 [School grades
results packet]. https://www.fldoe.org/file/18534/SchoolGradesResultsPacket25.pdf

Florida Department of Education. (2025a). 2024-25 school grades and school improvement ratings.
https://www.fldoe.org/accountability/accountability-reporting/school-grades/

Florida Department of Education. (2025b). Number of public schools by primary service type by district
2025-26 [Data file]. https://www.fldoe.org/accountability/data-sys/edu-info-accountability-services/pk-12-

public-school-data-pubs-reports/school/index.stml

Florida Statutes §1002.333 (2017). Schools of Hope program. Florida Legislature. http://
www.leg.state.fl.us/statutes/

H.B. 7069, 2017 Leg., Reg. Sess. (Fla. 2017). https://fsfoa.org/images/Omnibus_Edu_Act_HB7069.pdf

New York State Education Department. (n.d.). Data profile: Success Academy Charter School. https://
data.nysed.gov/profile.php?instid=800000059316

S.B. 7070, 2019 Leg., Reg. Sess. (Fla. 2019). https://www.flsenate.gov/Session/Bill/2019/07070

U.S. Government Accountability Office. (2012). Charter schools: Additional federal attention needed to
help protect access for students with disabilities (Report No. GAO-12-543). https://www.gao.gov/
products/gao-12-543

Page 17 of 20



Research and Academic Sources

Jean-Pierre, P. (2017). Success Academy Charter Network Suspension Factory. NYU MetroCenter.
https://steinhardt.nyu.edu/metrocenter/perspectives/success-academy-charter-network-suspension-
factory-2017

National Center for the Study of Privatization in Education. (2021). Success Academy fined 2.4 million
dollars for discrimination against disabled students. https://ncspe.tc.columbia.edu/current-events/
content/107-success-academy-fined-24-million-for-discrimination-against-disabled-stude.php

National Education Policy Center. (2023). Success Academy games. U.S. News. https://
nepc.colorado.edu/blog/success-academy-games

NextSteps: Step Up For Students. (2024, March 26). Success Academy eyes Florida expansion as
Schools of Hope operator. https://nextstepsblog.org/2024/03/success-academy-eyes-florida-expansion-
as-schools-of-hope-operator/

Shanker Institute. (2015, October 19). Student discipline, race and Success Academy. https://
www.shankerinstitute.org/blog/student-discipline-race-and-eva-moskowitz%E2%80%99s-success-
academy-charter-schools

West, A., Ingram, D., & Hind, A. (2006). "Skimming the cream": Admissions to charter schools in the
United States and to autonomous schools in England. Educational Policy, 20(4), 615-639. https://
journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/0895904805284054

Winters, M. A. (2014). The effect of co-locations on student achievement in New York City public
schools. Manhattan Institute for Policy Research. https://media4.manhattan-institute.org/pdf/cr_85.pdf

News Articles and Media

Bakeman, J. (2022). How Jefferson County became Florida's first all-charter district—and what
happened next. WLRN PUblic Media. https://chartered.wirn.org/how-district-lost-public-schools/

Bakeman, J. (2019, September 16). Chartered: Florida's first private takeover of a public school
system. WLRN Public Media. https://chartered.wirn.org/what-is-somerset/

Bakeman, J. (2019, September 16). Legislators' financial ties to charters. WLRN Public Media. https://
chartered.wlirn.org/legislators-financial-ties-charters/

Berkshire, J., & Schneider, J. (Hosts). (2025, November 6). Under the influence (No. 207) [Audio
podcast episode]. In Have You Heard. https://www.haveyouheardblog.com/

Brown, A. (2024, July 31). Making the grade: Jefferson County K-12 school earns B from state.

Tallahassee Democrat. https://www.tallahassee.com/story/news/local/2024/07/31/making-the-grade-
jefferson-county-k-12-school-earns-b-from-state/74606000007/

Page 18 of 20



Etienne, C. (2025, September 3). Commentary: Florida doubles down on failed Schools of Hope
experiment. Orlando Sentinel. https://www.orlandosentinel.com/2025/09/05/commentary-florida-
doubles-down-on-failed-schools-of-hope-experiment/

Garcia, J. (2025, September 11). Lobbyists for a billionaire and a charter network pushed Florida
lawmakers to expand a school privatization program, records show. Seeking Rents. https://
jasongarcia.substack.com/p/lobbyists-for-a-billionaire-and-a

Gilliam, D., Herman, A., & Salman, J. (2025, October 8). 'Hostile takeover': Charter operator files to
occupy 3 Sarasota schools. Suncoast Searchlight. https://suncoastsearchlight.org/charter-schools-
hope-sarasota-occupy-mater/

Gilliam, D., & Salman, J. (2025, October 31). Sarasota schools drafted a plan to prevent 'Schools of
Hope' takeovers. Here's what's in it. Suncoast Searchlight. https://suncoastsearchlight.org/sarasota-
schools-strategic-plan-schools-hope/

Gilliam, D., Salman, J., & Oxenden, M. (2025, October 31). 'Schools of Hope' law eyes underused
public schools. But charters have empty seats, too. Suncoast Searchlight. https://
suncoastsearchlight.org/schools-of-hope-sarasota-schools-enroliment-utilizatinon-capacity/

Gordon, A. & Kaiser, A. (2025, September 25). Griffin gives $50 million to open Success charters in
Florida. Bloomberg. https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2025-09-25/griffin-gives-50-million-to-
open-success-charters-in-florida

Gurney, K. (2016, October 27) How the political clout of a charter school mega-company could be at
risk in Florida. Miami Herald. https://www.miamiherald.com/news/local/education/
article110221092.html

Kumar, D. (2025, November 15). More Tampa Bay schools get requests to host Schools of Hope

charters. Tampa Bay Times. https://www.yahoo.com/news/articles/more-tampa-bay-schools-
requests-110001770.html

Maley, D. (2025, October 18). Florida's new Schools of Hope scheme is a dumpster fire that threatens
public education. The Bradenton Times. https://thebradentontimes.com/stories/floridas-new-schools-of-
hope-scheme-is-a-dumpster-fire-that-threatens-public-education,166091

Mallicoat, M. (2025, November 4). Duval schools lobbying Tallahassee for Schools of Hope changes.
Jacksonville Today. https://jaxtoday.org/2025/11/04/duval-schools-lobbying-tallahassee-for-schools-of-
hope-changes/

Mueller, S. (2022, January 18). Jefferson gets its schools back following bid shenanigans and efforts to
keep it with a charter operator. WFSU Public Media. https://news.wfsu.org/wfsu-local-news/2022-01-18/
jefferson-gets-its-schools-back-following-bid-shenanigans-and-efforts-to-keep-it-with-a-charter-operator

Nelson, L. (2015, November 4). What the Success Academy fight over kicking out students says about

the charter movement. Vox. https://www.vox.com/2015/11/4/9669072/success-academy-eva-
moskowitz-discipline

Page 19 of 20



Oxenden, M. (2025, October 18). Area lawmakers are silent over 'Schools of Hope.' Suncoast
Searchlight. https://wslr.org/suncoast-searchlight-area-lawmakers-are-silent-over-schools-of-hope/

Philanthropy News Digest. (2024, September 25). Ken Griffin commits $50 million to launch Success
Academy in Florida. https://philanthropynewsdigest.org/news/ken-griffin-commits-50-million-to-launch-
success-academy-in-florida

Seidman, C. (Host). (2025, November 8). Talk of the Town: A WSLR news roundtable [Audio podcast].
WSLR. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sIGMe8wfGxc

Sheridan, K. (2025, October 13). District leaders speak out as dozens of public schools targeted by
charter takeover letters. WUSF Public Media. https://www.wusf.org/education/2025-10-13/district-
leaders-speak-out-public-schools-targeted-charter-takeover-letters

Sheridan, K. (2025, October 20). Sarasota superintendent talks schools of hope. WUSF Public Media.
https://www.wusf.org/the-florida-roundup/2025-10-20/sarasota-superintendent-talks-schools-of-hope-
program-charter-schools

Sheridan, K. (2025, November 17). Dozens of Tampa Bay area public schools targeted by 'Hope'
charters. Here's a list. WUSF Public Media. https://wusf.org/text/education/2025-11-17/dozens-of-
tampa-bay-area-public-schools-targeted-by-hope-charters-heres-a-list

Statelmpact Florida. (2014, April 21). Feds include Florida's largest charter school management firm in
audit. NPR. https://stateimpact.npr.org/florida/2014/04/21/feds-investigating-floridas-largest-charter-
school-management-firm/

Success Academy Charter Schools. (2025). New York State exam results. https://
www.successacademies.org/results/

Success Academy Charter Schools. (n.d.). What sets us apart. https://www.successacademies.org/
what-sets-us-apart/

Waagmeester, J. (2025, September 25). More charter schools are on their way to Miami. Florida
Phoenix. https://floridaphoenix.com/2025/09/25/more-charter-schools-are-on-their-way-to-miami/

Walker, S. (2025, November 15). Orange received 53 'Schools of Hope' notices this week. Very few are

valid. Orlando Sentinel. https://www.yahoo.com/news/articles/orange-received-53-schools-
hope-120000308.html

Interviews and Personal Communications

Felton, H. (2025, November 30). Correspondence with the author. Manatee County School Board
Member.

Page 20 of 20



