The Operator’s Checklist for Community-Driven School Leadership
A Practical Framework for Charter School Leaders

✅ Step 1: Listen Before You Build
☐ Conduct at least 2–3 listening sessions with families each year
☐ Meet regularly with community leaders (monthly or quarterly)
☐ Run focus groups with students, staff, and parents
☐ Identify: What does the community actually need?
☐ Validate assumptions before launching any new initiative
💡 If you don’t ask, you risk solving the wrong problem.

✅ Step 2: Identify & Prioritize Student Needs
☐ List top 5 student needs (academic + non-academic)
☐ Segment needs by size of impact (large % vs small % of students)
☐ Identify gaps in current support systems
☐ Align needs with school mission and strategic priorities
💡 Not every need requires the same solution.

✅ Step 3: Decide — Build Internally or Partner Externally
Build internally if:
☐ The need impacts most students
☐ It requires daily or ongoing support
☐ It’s core to your school model
Partner externally if:
☐ The need is high but affects a smaller group
☐ Specialized expertise is required
☐ Flexibility is needed
💡 Trying to do everything in-house leads to burnout.

✅ Step 4: Vet Strategic Partners (Not Just Vendors)
Before committing to a partnership:
☐ Does the partner align with your mission and values?
☐ Do they understand your student population?
☐ Do they have a proven track record (not a pilot)?
☐ Can they operate at your level (or better)?
☐ Will they require heavy internal management?
💡 Strong partners reduce workload. Weak ones create it.

✅ Step 5: Build Operational Systems for Success
☐ Assign clear ownership of each partnership
☐ Centralize tracking (grant writer, ops lead, or external affairs)
☐ Ensure scheduling and staff alignment
☐ Create dedicated space for partners (if needed)
☐ Set clear expectations and communication rhythms
💡 Partnerships succeed or fail based on operations.

✅ Step 6: Measure Impact Beyond Academics
Track:
☐ Student attendance trends
☐ Behavioral data
☐ Program participation
☐ Student engagement levels
☐ Family engagement
💡 If conditions improve, outcomes follow.

✅ Step 7: Audit Partnerships Annually
☐ Review all active partnerships
☐ Identify what’s working vs. not working
☐ Determine ROI (impact vs. effort)
☐ Decide: scale, adjust, or end the partnership
☐ Reallocate time and resources accordingly
💡 Not every partnership should last forever.

✅ Step 8: Build Trust Through Action
☐ Create formal feedback channels for families
☐ Act on feedback quickly and visibly
☐ Communicate changes back to stakeholders
☐ Show progress through real examples
💡 Trust is built through action—not intention.

✅ Step 9: Think Like a Community Anchor
☐ Ask: “What role do we play beyond academics?”
☐ Identify ways to support families (resources, referrals, programs)
☐ Explore opportunities for community access to school services
☐ Build partnerships that extend beyond students
💡 The strongest schools serve the whole community.

🚀 Final Reflection
☐ Are we listening enough?
☐ Are we operating effectively?
☐ Are our partnerships truly aligned?
☐ Are we building what our community actually needs?
🎧 Want to Go Deeper?
Listen to the full conversations:
Ebonie Durham → https://buyq.org/podcast/68
Jemia Cunningham-Elder → https://buyq.org/podcast/20

