
10 / 54

Grade Levels to be Served

Projected Growth for Year of Grant Implementation:

Baseline Enrollment

at Time of

Application

Projected enrollment

SY25-26

Projected enrollment

SY26-27

Projected enrollment

SY27-28

K 20 25 50 50

1 43 25 50 50

2 35 45 50 50

3 54 44 50 50

4 41 54 49 50

5 28 45 54 50

6 47 40 45 54

7 48 50 40 50

8 40 50 50 46

9

10

11

12
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Please fill in Student Demographics DataIndicate if actual or expected percentage of the total student

population:

Percentage (%)

Free/Reduced Price Lunch: 94% (expected)

Special Education: 18% (expected)

English Learners: 15% (expected)

Black: 85% (expected)
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Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander: 0% (expected)

Hispanic: 15% (expected)

American Indian: 0% (expected)

Multiracial: 0% (expected)

Asian: 0% (expected)

White: 0% (expected)

Male: 48% (expected)

Female: 52% (expected)

Management Organization Information

Will the school work with a charter or educational management organization?

No

Short Answer Form
Completed - Mar 4 2025

The rubric has criteria that will be used by reviewers to evaluate the application as a whole for a total of 115 points.
Competitive Preference Priority points will be applied for applicants demonstrating they meet the criteria for each. In
order for the application to be recommended for funding, applicants must score at least 92 points out of the possible
115 points and all required parts must be addressed.

If more schools meet the criteria to be funded than there are funds available, applications will be ranked to make final
decisions about which schools are funded. 

Please respond to each applicable question. Some questions ask for a required attachment, which is submitted in a
separate file. 

Short Answer Form
Section 1: Executive Summary
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Please include an executive summary narrative:

Identify 3-5 grant project goals and justify each goal in terms of its value in supporting the planning and

implementation of your proposed school or expansion. Be sure to align your budget to your project and ensure that

all planned grant spending, including future revisions to your budget, fit clearly within one of your stated project

goals. Please include performance measures, and rationale and approach to meeting those goals with CSP funding. 

• The Executive Summary must outline how the CSP subgrant goals are aligned to INCS’ CSP grant goals. These

goals are: 

• Increase the number of high-quality charter schools in Illinois educating traditionally underserved students; and, 

• Improve the overall quality of Illinois’ charter sector

“When you visit a school like Polaris, it is hard not to feel hopeful, not just for the prospects of the students there,

but for the possibility that a new approach to educating low-income children, rooted in the science of adversity,

might be taking hold more broadly.”—Paul Tough, Helping Children Succeed: What Works and Why

Polaris Charter Academy stands as a beacon of innovation in teaching and learning, embodying the transformative

potential of education to change lives and communities. Founded in 2007 on Chicago’s West Side, Polaris

redefines the boundaries of traditional schooling by combining rigorous academics, character development, and

culturally affirming practices. Through an intentional focus on equity and experiential learning, Polaris has

established itself as a leader in developing teaching and learning models that are more effective, equitable, and

deeply connected to students’ lived experiences. By centering its ethos on “get smart, do good,” Polaris transforms

students into self-motivated, ethical, and critical thinkers equipped to tackle real-world challenges.

At the core of Polaris’s approach is its commitment to equity. Serving the historically under-resourced West

Humboldt Park neighborhood where 94% of children live in poverty, Polaris confronts systemic challenges with

determination and innovation. The school’s design—from restorative justice practices and peer mediation to

community-centered, project-based learning—empower students who have been historically marginalized by

systemic inequities. Daily Crew meetings create a sense of belonging and safety, fostering an environment where

students can thrive academically and socially. These practices, grounded in Dr. Camille Farrington’s research on the

science of adversity, help students develop resilience, self-awareness, and a sense of agency.

Polaris’s achievements are a testament to the effectiveness of its approach:

● 100% of graduates are accepted to their high school of choice, reflecting the commitment to academic

excellence and holistic preparation.

● 23 alumni have earned the prestigious Daniel Murphy Scholarship, providing them with resources and support to
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succeed in high school and beyond.

● Students consistently outperform district and state averages in literacy and math, demonstrating the power of

instructional innovations.

Polaris Charter Academy is applying for the Illinois CSP Grant to support the expansion of its primary-grade

program, enhance literacy and math achievement, and develop experiential outdoor learning environments. These

efforts align with the broader Illinois Network of Charter Schools (INCS) CSP grant goals of increasing the number

of high-quality charter schools serving traditionally underserved students and improving the overall quality of Illinois’

charter sector. The CSP funding will allow Polaris to expand access to rigorous and equitable education for

students in West Humboldt Park through continued academic excellence and innovation.

GRANT PROJECT GOALS

Goal 1: Develop and implement a robust student recruitment and enrollment plan to expand the primary grades

Rationale: Polaris is committed to increasing enrollment in the early grade levels (K-2) to provide high-quality

foundational education to more students in a historically underserved community. Through targeted recruitment

strategies, expanded outreach, and family engagement initiatives, Polaris will ensure equitable access to its

educational model.

Performance Measures: Increase enrollment by 25% to achieve maximum enrollment students within three years

and expand an additional kindergarten and first grade classroom.

Approach with CSP Funding:

● Hire a Student Recruitment Specialist to oversee enrollment initiatives.

● Develop marketing materials and digital recruitment campaigns.

● Strengthen community partnerships with early childhood centers and local organizations.

● Conduct quarterly family engagement events to drive awareness and enrollment.

● Implement data-driven outreach campaigns to reach diverse student populations.

● Redesign website to allow for enhanced family communication and ease of applications.

Goal 2: Expand literacy and math achievement for primary-grade students across all student subgroups

Rationale: Early intervention in literacy and numeracy is critical for long-term academic success. Polaris will

strengthen instructional supports to improve student outcomes in reading and math, ensuring that traditionally

underserved students receive equitable learning opportunities.
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Performance Measures:

Increase primary-grade student proficiency in literacy and math by 20% based on Renaissance Star assessments

and curriculum-based benchmark assessments.

Approach with CSP Funding:

● Hire Primary Math and Literacy Specialists to provide coaching and intervention services.

● Procure high-quality instructional materials such as EL Education and Illustrative Math curricula.

● Implement formative assessment tools to track student progress and inform instruction.

● Provide professional development to teachers in Cognitively Guided Instruction (CGI) for math and LETRS early

literacy training.

● Expand MTSS targeted intervention programs for students requiring additional support.

Goal 3: Reimagine outdoor spaces to provide increased opportunities for primary students to engage in

experiential learning through environmental topics and purposeful play outside

Rationale: Access to outdoor learning environments supports student engagement, environmental literacy, hands-

on science education, and purposeful play. Polaris aims to revitalize outdoor spaces to integrate nature-based

learning experiences into the curriculum.

Performance Measures:

Equip the school building in order to expand the number of available outdoor experiential learning and purposeful

play opportunities aligned with the school’s mission and curricula.

Approach with CSP Funding:

●Invest in outdoor classroom seating, nature-based learning structures, hands-on sustainability projects, and an

ADA-compliant playground.

● Partner with local environmental organizations to facilitate experiential learning programs.

● Provide teacher training on outdoor and place-based instructional strategies.

● Integrate environmental science units into the primary-grade curriculum.

Alignment to INCS’ CSP Grant Goals

● Increase the number of high-quality charter schools in Illinois serving traditionally underserved students: Polaris’

expansion of primary grades and recruitment efforts will increase access to high-quality, equity-driven education.

● Improve the overall quality of Illinois’ charter sector: By investing in instructional excellence, student-centered

learning, and innovative outdoor education, Polaris will serve as a model for student achievement and community
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engagement.

With CSP grant funding, Polaris Charter Academy will expand access to primary-grade education, improve early

literacy and math achievement, and transform outdoor spaces into dynamic learning environments. These

initiatives will positively impact traditionally underserved students, ensuring equitable opportunities for academic

success and experiential learning in Chicago’s West Humboldt Park community.
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Goal: Performance Measures: Rationale:

Goal 1

Develop and implement a

robust student recruitment

and enrollment plan to

expand the primary grades

Increase enrollment by

25% to achieve maximum

enrollment students within

three years and expand

an additional kindergarten

and first grade classroom.

Polaris is committed to

increasing enrollment in

the early grade levels (K-2)

to provide high-quality

foundational education to

more students in a

historically underserved

community. Through

targeted recruitment

strategies, expanded

outreach, and family

engagement initiatives,

Polaris will ensure

equitable access to its

educational model.

Goal 2

Expand literacy and math

achievement for primary-

grade students across all

student subgroups

Increase primary-grade

student proficiency in

literacy and math by 20%

based on Renaissance

Star assessments and

curriculum-based

benchmark assessments.

Early intervention in

literacy and numeracy is

critical for long-term

academic success. Polaris

will strengthen instructional

supports to improve

student outcomes in

reading and math,

ensuring that traditionally

underserved students

receive equitable learning

opportunities.

Goal 3

Reimagine outdoor spaces

to provide increased

opportunities for primary

students to engage in

experiential learning

through environmental

topics and purposeful play

outside

Equip the school building

in order to expand the

number of available

outdoor experiential

learning and purposeful

play opportunities aligned

with the school’s mission

and curricula.

Access to outdoor learning

environments supports

student engagement,

environmental literacy,

hands-on science

education, and purposeful

play. Polaris aims to

revitalize outdoor spaces

to integrate nature-based

learning experiences into

the curriculum.

Goal 4

Goal 5
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Section 2: Educational Philosophy, Key Design Elements, and
School Culture
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Fully describe and justify the design of the academic program in terms of the educational philosophy, key

elements of the program, and how school culture is developed. Be sure to include key design elements, and

rationale for why this education model was chosen and how it will produce strong outcomes for the unique

community and student population the school will be located within. Describe how the applicant will use the

autonomy and flexibility granted to it, and how that is consistent with the definition of a charter school in ESEA

§ 4310 (2).

(This value must be between 1 and 1500 words)

EDUCATIONAL PHILOSOPHY

Polaris Charter Academy was founded on the belief that education should empower students to be self-motivated,

creative, and critical thinkers, shaping them into lifelong learners with a strong sense of personal and civic

responsibility. As the only mentor credentialed school in the EL Education national network in Chicago, Polaris

reimagines urban education by fostering deep learning experiences that extend beyond traditional academics to

include character development and community engagement. Our guiding educational philosophy is centered

around three Dimensions of Student Achievement: Mastery of Knowledge and Skills, High-Quality Work, and

Character. These dimensions ensure that students not only acquire academic proficiency but also develop

resilience, leadership, and social responsibility.

KEY DESIGN ELEMENTS

Polaris Charter Academy’s academic program is rooted in research-based practices that drive student success. The

following key design elements define our unique model:

● Expeditionary Learning (EL Education)

---Polaris integrates project-based learning, encouraging students to explore real-world problems through

interdisciplinary, long-term projects. This approach allows students to engage deeply with their learning, fostering

curiosity and intellectual growth.

---Students participate in Learning Expeditions, which are immersive experiences that connect them to historical,

social, and scientific inquiries with authentic applications.

● Character Development Through Crew

---Every morning, students gather in Crew—a small, multi-age advisory group that fosters strong relationships and a

supportive learning environment. Crew is an essential structure for social-emotional learning and character

development, guided by the Points of Polaris: Integrity, Compassion, Explorer, Critical Thinker, and Active Citizen.

---Restorative practices are embedded within Crew, ensuring a culture of accountability, reflection, and conflict
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resolution.

● Student Empowerment through Authentic Learning

---Polaris fosters a student-centered environment where learners are encouraged to take ownership of their

education. Through student-led conferences, performance-based assessments, and leadership opportunities,

students develop autonomy and a strong sense of agency.

---Authentic projects, such as the “Peacekeepers of Chicago” initiative, empower students to take civic action,

demonstrating the real-world impact of their learning.

● High-Quality Instructional Practices

---Teachers utilize Cognitively Guided Instruction (CGI) to develop conceptual understanding in mathematics,

emphasizing problem-solving and discourse over rote memorization.

---Literacy instruction is anchored in the science of reading, with a focus on foundational skills, critical thinking, and

diverse texts that reflect students’ backgrounds and lived experiences.

---Teachers engage in collaborative professional development cycles, refining instructional practices based on

student data and evidence-based strategies.

RATIONALE FOR THE EDUCATION MODEL

Polaris Charter Academy is located in Chicago’s West Humboldt Park neighborhood, a historically under-resourced

community with significant socio-economic challenges. Given this context, our educational model was designed to

address both academic disparities and the broader social-emotional needs of our students. Research

demonstrates that experiential learning, strong relationships, and culturally relevant pedagogy are critical factors in

closing opportunity gaps. Polaris leverages these insights to create a responsive and inclusive school environment

that fosters both academic excellence and personal growth.

The effectiveness of this model is evident in Polaris’s outcomes. Since its inception, 100% of graduates have been

accepted into their high school of choice, and 23 Polaris students have received the prestigious Daniel Murphy

Scholarship for high-achieving students from low-income backgrounds. Additionally, student work has been

featured in the Harvard Graduate School of Education’s Models of Excellence, showcasing the depth and quality

of Polaris’s instructional approach.

SCHOOL CULTURE DEVELOPMENT

School culture at Polaris is intentionally designed to be inclusive, empowering, and student-centered. This culture

is cultivated through:
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● Community Crew and Student Leadership

---Community Crew meetings, held twice a week, allow students to publicly recognize their peers for embodying the

Points of Polaris, fostering a positive and affirming school climate.

---Student Council and peer mediation programs provide leadership opportunities that reinforce character

education and agency.

● Rituals, Traditions, and Service Learning

---Signature events such as “Our Day in May,” an annual peace rally, allow students to advocate for social justice

issues while practicing civic engagement.

---Capstone projects, sitework, and service learning experiences connect students with the broader Chicago

community, making learning meaningful and impactful.

● Restorative Practices and Equity-Centered Culture

---Polaris prioritizes equity by using disaggregated data to inform instruction and support for student subgroups,

including LGBTQIA+ students, students with disabilities, and students experiencing homelessness.

---The school actively engages families through student-led conferences, community resource events, and

wraparound services that address socio-emotional and academic needs.

AUTONOMY AND FLEXIBILITY AS A CHARTER SCHOOL

Polaris Charter Academy leverages the autonomy granted under the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESEA) § 4310

(2) to innovate and tailor education to our community’s unique needs. This autonomy allows us to:

● Design a Flexible Curriculum: Unlike traditional district schools, Polaris implements a project-based curriculum that

integrates real-world learning experiences.

● Hire and Retain Mission-Driven Educators: We recruit educators who align with our values and provide them with

extensive professional development to support instructional excellence.

● Implement a Unique School Schedule: Polaris dedicates time for professional learning communities, data-driven

instruction, and extensive professional development, ensuring continuous improvement.

● Allocate Resources for Student-Centered Learning: Charter flexibility allows us to invest in wraparound supports,

fieldwork opportunities throughout the community and nation, and experiential learning materials that enhance

student engagement.

Polaris Charter Academy’s educational philosophy, key design elements, and school culture create a transformative

learning experience that extends far beyond the classroom. By fostering character, mastery of knowledge and

skills, and high-quality work, Polaris equips students to become ethical leaders and changemakers in their
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communities. Our model demonstrates how autonomy in charter development can be effectively utilized to address

systemic inequities, empower students, and produce strong academic and social-emotional outcomes.

Section 3: Curriculum, Instructional Strategies, and
Technology



23 / 54

Fully describe and justify the instructional practices and curriculum that will be utilized to meet the school’s

performance objectives, while also demonstrating alignment to state and Federal requirements. Be sure to

include the use of technology and how it will assist with producing strong outcomes for the unique community

and student population the school will be located within.

(This value must be between 1 and 750 words)

INSTRUCTIONAL PRACTICES AND CURRICULAR ALIGNMENT

Polaris Charter Academy is dedicated to providing a rigorous, inquiry-based education that aligns with state and

federal academic standards while fostering the development of ethical and engaged citizens. As a mentor

credentialed school in the EL Education network, Polaris utilizes an instructional model that prioritizes three

dimensions of student achievement: Mastery of Knowledge and Skills, Character, and High-Quality Work. This

approach ensures that students develop both the academic competencies and personal character needed for

lifelong success.

CORE CURRICULA AND INSTRUCTIONAL STRATEGIES

The foundation of Polaris’ curriculum is rooted in Expeditionary Learning (EL Education), a research-based

framework that integrates standards-aligned, interdisciplinary projects with real-world applications. Through learning

expeditions, students engage in rigorous inquiry, critical thinking, and authentic problem-solving that deeply

connect to their community.

● Literacy: Polaris implements the EL Education Language Arts Curriculum, which aligns with the Science of

Reading and emphasizes knowledge-building through diverse, culturally responsive texts. This curriculum includes

structured phonics instruction, fluency development, and deep analysis of primary sources.

● Mathematics: The school embraces Cognitively Guided Instruction (CGI) to support conceptual understanding,

problem-solving, and discourse in math. Polaris students learn through grappling with real-world mathematical

problems, engaging in peer discussions, and using multiple representations to demonstrate their reasoning.

● Science and Social Studies: The curriculum is inquiry-based, following Next Generation Science Standards

(NGSS) and the C3 Framework for Social Studies, which emphasizes disciplinary literacy, evidence-based

argumentation, and civic engagement.

● Character Development: Polaris integrates character-building practices into daily instruction through Crew, a

structured advisory model that fosters relationship-building, social-emotional learning, and leadership development.

This aligns with the school’s Points of Polaris—Integrity, Compassion, Explorer, Critical Thinker, and Active Citizen.

MEETING PERFORMANCE OBJECTIVES THROUGH INSTRUCTIONAL STRATEGIES
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Polaris ensures strong academic outcomes through evidence-based instructional practices, including:

● Active Pedagogy: Teachers employ collaborative learning structures, Socratic seminars, and project-based

learning strategies to drive engagement and deepen understanding.

● Differentiation and Support: Small-group instruction, targeted interventions, and data-informed decision-making

support all learners, including Multilingual Learners and students with IEPs.

● Assessment for Learning: Formative assessments, student-led conferences, and portfolios provide multiple ways

to measure growth and mastery in a Standards-Based grading system.

● Community-Embedded Learning: Students participate in , service-learning projects, and partnerships with local

organizations to connect classroom learning with real-world impact.

USE OF TECHNOLOGY TO ENHANCE LEARNING

Polaris strategically integrates technology to support and extend learning opportunities, ensuring students develop

digital literacy and 21st-century skills essential for future success.

● Personalized Learning Platforms: Students engage with adaptive software such as Renaissance Star

Assessments for progress monitoring, Lalilo for early literacy foundational skills practice, Reflect Math for math

fluency practice, EPIC Books for literacy, and LETRS for online foundational literacy skills development.

● Project-Based Learning Technology: Leveraging technology, Polaris ensures equitable access to resources

through digital learning tools and collaboration spaces for hands-on, community-based projects, such as

podcasting, website design, and movie creation.

ADDRESSING THE NEEDS OF THE POLARIS COMMUNITY

Polaris serves the historically under-resourced West Humboldt Park community, where students and families face

economic hardship and systemic barriers. The school’s wraparound support services ensure holistic student

development, including access to mental health resources, restorative justice practices, and culturally responsive

pedagogy.

● Social-Emotional Learning (SEL): Polaris integrates trauma-informed practices and SEL-aligned curricula into

daily instruction to address students’ emotional and behavioral needs.

● Family and Community Engagement: Regular family workshops, student-led exhibitions, and bilingual

communication strategies strengthen home-school partnerships.

● Equity-Focused Instruction: The school actively disaggregates student data to identify opportunity gaps and

implement targeted interventions that promote culturally sustaining pedagogies.
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Polaris Charter Academy is committed to academic excellence, character development, and real-world learning

experiences that empower students to become leaders of their own learning. Through EL Education’s evidence-

based curriculum, integration of adaptive technology, and a deep commitment to equity, Polaris ensures that all

students—regardless of background—have access to high-quality educational opportunities that prepare them for

success in high school, college, and beyond.

Section 4: Assessment and Data



26 / 54

Fully describe and justify how your school will have rigorous goals and adequate performance management to

ensure students’ academic success. Describe your assessment choices, data collection and analysis, and

use of data to inform instruction, differentiate and evaluate the school as a whole.

(This value must be between 1 and 750 words)

RIGOROUS GOALS AND PERFORMANCE MANAGEMENT FOR ACADEMIC SUCCESS

Polaris Charter Academy is committed to ensuring all students achieve academic excellence through a data-driven

culture that prioritizes rigorous goals, continuous assessment, and strategic interventions. Grounded in the Three

Dimensions of Student Achievement—Mastery of Knowledge and Skills, Character, and High-Quality Work—Polaris

systematically implements a comprehensive performance management system that measures student progress,

informs instructional adjustments, and ensures equity in learning outcomes.

To achieve its mission, Polaris establishes rigorous student performance goals aligned with the Common Core

State Standards, C3 Framework, Next Generation Science Standards (NGSS), and WIDA Standards.

These goals ensure:

● Literacy and Mathematics Proficiency: Annual growth targets based on Renaissance Star Assessments and state

assessments.

● Character Development: Metrics from Crew engagement and surveys as well as student-led conferences.

● High-Quality Work: Analysis of student projects through portfolio assessments and exhibition rubrics.

ASSESSMENT BATTERY AND IMPLEMENTATION

Polaris employs a multi-tiered assessment system to track student achievement and growth across core academic

areas:

● Formative Assessments (Daily/Weekly)

---Exit Tickets and Checks for Understanding: Embedded in daily lessons to gauge immediate comprehension.

---Classroom Observations & Student Discourse: Teachers use protocols to evaluate depth of student reasoning

and engagement.

---Skills Block & Math Fluency Checks: Regular short-cycle assessments to measure foundational literacy and math

fluency.

● Interim Benchmark Assessments (Every 6-8 Weeks)

---Renaissance Star Assessment Battery (Reading and Math): Administered at least three times per year to
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measure proficiency and growth.

---Lalilo (Foundational Literacy) and Reflect Math (Mathematical Reasoning): Digital tools that provide targeted skill

practice and adaptive feedback.

---Writing Benchmarks: Scored against rubric-aligned learning targets to assess writing proficiency.

● Summative Assessments (End of Trimester/Year)

---Illinois Assessment of Readiness (IAR) & Illinois Science Assessment (ISA): Ensuring alignment to state

accountability measures.

---EL Education Performance Tasks & Portfolio Presentations: Students demonstrate mastery through long-term

projects and public exhibitions.

---Student-Led Conferences: Assess progress in academic and character development, reinforcing self-efficacy and

goal setting.

DATA COLLECTION AND ANALYSIS FOR CONTINUOUS IMPROVEMENT

Polaris implements a comprehensive data collection and analysis framework to monitor student performance and

drive instructional decision-making:

● Student Growth and Mastery Dashboards: Teachers and leadership teams analyze real-time data to track

progress towards standards.

● Communities of Practice (COP): Weekly data meetings where teachers collaborate to evaluate student work,

identify trends, and plan responsive interventions.

● Disaggregated Data Reviews: Focused analysis on subgroups (English Learners, Students with IEPs, and

Students in Temporary Living Situations) to ensure equity in achievement.

● Parent and Student Engagement: Regular data discussions during student-led conferences and family

workshops foster transparency and shared responsibility.

DATA-DRIVEN INSTRUCTION AND DIFFERENTION

The Polaris instructional model ensures that data is not just collected but actively drives instruction and

differentiation to meet the diverse needs of students.

● Targeted Small-Group Instruction

---Adaptive Learning Platforms: Individualized student pathways using Lalilo & LETRS (literacy) as well as Reflect

Math (numeracy fluency).

---Tiered Intervention Framework: Using Multi-Tiered Systems of Support (MTSS), students receive differentiated
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support based on data-driven needs.

---Flexible Grouping: Based on assessment trends, teachers adjust student groupings to ensure targeted support

and enrichment opportunities.

● Whole-School Evaluation and Continuous Improvement

---Annual Implementation Review: School-wide assessment of instructional effectiveness using EL Education’s

Core Practices framework.

---Faculty Learning Targets: Data-informed professional development cycles ensure teachers continuously refine

best practices.

---Community and Stakeholder Feedback: Regular student, family, and staff surveys help shape instructional

priorities and ensure responsiveness to school needs.

Through a robust assessment strategy, data-driven instruction, and a commitment to continuous improvement,

Polaris Charter Academy ensures all students reach their full potential. By leveraging rigorous goals, high-quality

assessments, and targeted differentiation, Polaris creates an equitable and dynamic learning environment where

every student thrives academically and beyond.

Section 5: Effectively Serving All Students
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Charter schools are obligated to take specific actions to ensure an open, fair, non-selective method of

attracting and enrolling students, and all charter schools need to be ready to serve the group of students that

choose to attend. Fully describe and justify your plan to offer a continuum of services for all types of students,

including those that are educationally disadvantaged (such as low-income, special education, English

learners, homeless, migrant and other at-risk students) and gifted and talented.

(This value must be between 1 and 1500 words)

COMMITMENT TO OPEN, FAIR, AND NON-SELECTIVE ENROLLMENT

Polaris Charter Academy is deeply committed to maintaining an open, non-selective enrollment process that

ensures equitable access to all students, regardless of background or ability. As a public charter school, Polaris

follows all federal and state laws regarding admissions and does not discriminate based on race, ethnicity, income,

disability status, English proficiency, or other factors. Polaris conducts extensive outreach to ensure that families

from diverse backgrounds are aware of the school’s offerings, including targeted recruitment efforts in historically

underserved communities such as West Humboldt Park.

To ensure transparency and accessibility, Polaris employs a lottery-based admission process that is open to all

students in the city. The school provides multilingual support and community-based informational sessions to

engage families, ensuring they understand the enrollment process and the opportunities available at Polaris.

A CONTINUUM OF SERVICES FOR ALL LEARNERS

Polaris Charter Academy provides a robust continuum of services to support all students, including those who are

educationally disadvantaged, students with disabilities, English learners (ELs), homeless and migrant students, as

well as those who are gifted and talented. The school employs a student-centered, inclusive approach that

integrates high expectations with individualized support to meet each learner’s unique needs.

● Supporting Low-Income Students: Located in the West Humboldt Park neighborhood, where the majority of

students qualify for free or reduced-price lunch, Polaris prioritizes wraparound services to address the social,

emotional, and academic needs of students.

---Community Partnerships: Polaris collaborates with local organizations to provide food assistance, housing

support, and mental health resources.

---Extended Learning Opportunities: Before- and after-school programs provide additional academic and

enrichment activities to bridge learning gaps.

---Advisory System (Crew): Through daily Crew meetings, students develop social-emotional skills and a sense of

belonging that supports academic achievement and well-being.
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● Special Education Services: Polaris is committed to providing a least restrictive environment (LRE) for students

with disabilities, ensuring that they receive individualized support while participating in the general education

curriculum to the greatest extent possible. The school offers:

---Individualized Education Plans (IEPs): Developed in collaboration with families, special educators, and general

education teachers to ensure appropriate accommodations and modifications.

---Co-Teaching and Push-In Support: Special education teachers collaborate with general education teachers to

provide differentiated instruction.

---Therapeutic Services: Speech, occupational, and behavioral therapy services are available based on student

needs.

---Data-Driven Progress Monitoring: Frequent assessment and data review ensure students receive timely

interventions and adjustments to their learning plans.

● Multilingual Learners/English Learners (ELs): Recognizing the linguistic diversity of its student population, Polaris

implements a comprehensive EL program that supports students in acquiring English proficiency while ensuring

access to grade-level content. Key components include:

---Sheltered Instruction (SIOP Model): Teachers utilize scaffolding strategies to support language development in

all subject areas.

---Bilingual Parent Engagement: Polaris offers translation services and bilingual workshops to foster strong family-

school partnerships.

---Targeted Language Development: Small-group interventions and individualized support help EL students build

proficiency in reading, writing, speaking, and listening.

● Supporting Homeless, Migrant, and At-Risk Students: Polaris adheres to the McKinney-Vento Act, ensuring that

students experiencing homelessness or transient living situations receive stable, uninterrupted educational

services. Specific supports include:

---Immediate Enrollment: Students are enrolled without delay, regardless of missing documentation.

---Transportation Assistance: Polaris helps arrange transportation for students in temporary living situations.

---Dedicated Support Staff: Social workers provide case management and referrals to housing, healthcare, and

food services.

● Gifted and Talented Learners: Polaris fosters an environment where all students, including those who

demonstrate exceptional abilities, are challenged to reach their full potential. The school’s personalized learning

model ensures that high-achieving students receive appropriate enrichment opportunities, including:

---Project-Based Learning: Students engage in advanced, self-directed research projects that allow for deep inquiry

and real-world application.
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---Flexible Grouping: Ability-based and interest-based grouping provide opportunities for accelerated learning.

---Partnerships with External Organizations: Students participate in citywide competitions, leadership programs, and

specialized coursework through university partnerships.

ONGOING EVALUATION AND DATA-DRIVEN DECISION MAKING

Polaris Charter Academy utilizes a comprehensive assessment system to monitor student progress and refine

instructional strategies. Key components include:

● Multi-Tiered Systems of Support (MTSS): A data-driven framework that identifies students in need of additional

academic or behavioral interventions.

● Progress Monitoring Tools: Frequent assessments, including Renaissance Star, allow teachers to track student

growth and adjust instructional strategies accordingly.

● Collaborative Communities of Practice (COP): Teachers meet regularly to analyze student data and implement

evidence-based strategies to enhance learning outcomes for all students.

Polaris Charter Academy’s commitment to inclusivity, equity, and student success ensures that every child receives

the support they need to thrive. By implementing robust instructional practices, targeted interventions, and strong

community partnerships, Polaris creates an environment where all students, regardless of background or ability,

can achieve academic and personal success.

Section 6: Staffing and Professional Development Plan
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Fully describe and justify your approach to staffing, inclusive of ratios, positions, etc. required for effective

implementation of the chosen education model. Further, describe the process in which all staff will be

supported in their ongoing professional development.

(This value must be between 1 and 800 words)

STAFFING PLAN AND APPROACH

Polaris Charter Academy employs a strategic staffing model that ensures an optimal student-to-teacher ratio, high

levels of instructional support, and a collaborative professional environment. Our approach aligns with our EL

Education model, which emphasizes high-quality instruction, character development, and student-driven learning.

Staffing Structure and Ratios

● Classroom Teachers: Each K-8 classroom is led by a certified lead teacher with the support of an educational

assistant to maintain a low student-teacher ratio (approximately 25:1).

● Specialized Support Staff: To meet the diverse needs of students, Polaris employs:

---Special Education Teachers (1 per grade band) to provide individualized instruction and support in inclusive and

pull-out settings.

---English Language (EL) Specialists to ensure language acquisition and support for English Learners.

---Instructional Guides to provide real-time feedback and professional learning for teachers.

---Student Support Services Team, including social workers and counselors, to address social-emotional learning

(SEL) and trauma-informed care.

● Leadership Team:

---Executive Director and Principal oversee academic and cultural initiatives.

---Instructional Leadership Team (ILT), composed of lead teachers and administrators, drives continuous

improvement efforts.

---Crew Leaders facilitate advisory groups that support student growth and character development.

This staffing structure ensures all students receive personalized instruction, intervention supports, and strong

relational connections necessary for academic success.

ALIGNMENT TO POLARIS CHARTER ACADEMY GOALS

Goal 1: Develop and implement a robust student recruitment and enrollment plan to expand the primary grades

● Polaris is committed to expanding access to quality education for young learners on Chicago’s West Side. To

achieve this goal, our staffing plan includes:

---Additional primary-grade teachers to support increasing enrollment and maintain small class sizes.
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---Family and Community Engagement Coordinators to strengthen outreach efforts in local communities and ensure

an inclusive enrollment process.

---Early Childhood Education Specialists to enhance kindergarten and early literacy programs, fostering a strong

foundation for academic success.

Goal 2: Expand literacy and math achievement for primary-grade students across all student subgroups

● To improve early literacy and numeracy, Polaris implements targeted staffing and instructional strategies,

including:

---Literacy and Math Interventionists to provide small-group instruction and data-driven interventions.

---Professional Development in Early Literacy and Cognitively Guided Instruction (CGI) for teachers to strengthen

foundational skills in reading and math.

---Regular progress monitoring using formative assessments to track student growth and adjust instruction based

on student needs.

Goal 3: Reimagine outdoor spaces to provide increased opportunities for primary students to engage in

experiential learning through environmental topics and purposeful play outside

● Polaris values experiential learning and is committed to enhancing outdoor educational experiences through:

---STEM and Environmental Educators to develop hands-on, outdoor-based learning opportunities aligned with

environmental science topics.

---Integration of sustainability and ecological awareness into the curriculum, fostering curiosity and critical thinking

through outdoor projects.

---Professional Development on place-based learning strategies, equipping teachers with the skills to facilitate

learning beyond the classroom walls.

PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT PLAN

Polaris Charter Academy is committed to ongoing professional learning through a multi-tiered professional

development (PD) model designed to support teachers at all career stages. PD is aligned with EL Education’s Core

Practices, research-based instructional strategies, and equity-focused initiatives.

● Foundational Professional Learning

---New Teacher Orientation: A multi-day onboarding experience ensures all new educators are trained in EL

Education principles, Crew culture, and restorative practices.

---Weekly Professional Learning Communities (PLCs): Grade-level and content-area teams meet to analyze student

data, share best practices, and refine instructional approaches.

---Embedded Coaching and Mentorship: Instructional guides provide model lessons, observation cycles, and
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individualized feedback. Lead Teachers mentor peers through co-planning, peer observation, and reflection cycles.

● Ongoing Staff Development

---Full-Day Professional Development (Quarterly): Staff engage in in-depth training on topics such as culturally

responsive teaching, inquiry-based instruction, and trauma-informed practices.

---External Learning Opportunities: Teachers attend EL Education National Conference, Math CGI Institutes, and

literacy workshops to stay at the forefront of best practices.

---Action Research and Innovation Grants: Polaris encourages educators to lead inquiry projects and pilot new

strategies that enhance student learning.

● Data-Driven Growth and Reflection

---Mid-Year and End-of-Year Reviews: Performance reviews include self-assessments, student achievement data

analysis, and coaching feedback.

---Individualized Growth Plans: Teachers set personalized professional goals, supported by targeted PD

opportunities.

---Collaborative Learning Walks: Faculty engage in structured peer observations to strengthen instructional

consistency and collaboration.

Through intentional staffing and robust professional development, Polaris Charter Academy ensures high-quality

teaching, strong student support, and continuous educator growth. Our commitment to teacher development,

coaching, and collaboration fosters an innovative learning environment where students and staff thrive, while

directly supporting our expansion efforts, literacy and math achievement goals, and outdoor experiential learning

initiatives.

Section 7: Financial Management and Monitoring Plan
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As independently governed public schools, charters are fully responsible for ensuring quality financial

management practices and ongoing financial stability. Fully describe your school’s plan to be compliant,

strategic, and responsible with finances and business services.

(This value must be between 1 and 1000 words)

ENSURING FINANCIAL COMPLIANCE, STABILITY, AND STRATEGIC GROWTH

Polaris Charter Academy is committed to maintaining strong financial stewardship, ensuring fiscal responsibility, and

adhering to all federal, state, and local regulations governing charter school operations. By implementing rigorous

financial management and monitoring systems, Polaris ensures transparency, sustainability, and alignment with its

long-term strategic goals.

FINANCIAL OVERSIGHT AND COMPLIANCE

Polaris maintains a comprehensive financial management system that adheres to Generally Accepted Accounting

Principles (GAAP) and best practices for non-profit financial oversight. The school’s financial operations are

structured to ensure accountability and compliance through:

● Board Oversight: The Polaris Board of Directors, through its Finance Committee, conducts monthly budget

reviews, quarterly financial audits, and annual independent audits to ensure compliance with all regulatory

requirements.

● Dedicated Financial Leadership: Polaris employs a Chief Financial Officer (CFO) and an external accounting firm

to oversee financial planning, reporting, and compliance.

● Internal Controls & Risk Management: A system of checks and balances ensures financial transactions are

transparent and properly documented. This includes segregation of duties, fraud prevention measures, and

compliance monitoring.

● Grant Compliance: Polaris has established a grant management team responsible for budget tracking,

expenditure reporting, and fund allocation monitoring to ensure CSP grant funds are utilized effectively and in

alignment with grant objectives.

STRATEGIC FINANCIAL PLANNING AND BUDGETING

Polaris employs a multi-year financial planning process to ensure the school remains fiscally sound while expanding

its impact. Key financial planning strategies include:

● Zero-Based Budgeting (ZBB): Each fiscal year, Polaris builds its budget from the ground up, ensuring that all

allocations are mission-driven and aligned with strategic priorities.

● Revenue Diversification: Polaris actively pursues multiple revenue streams, including public funding (per-pupil
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state funding, federal grants) and private funding (foundation grants, corporate sponsorships, individual donors) to

maintain long-term sustainability.

● Cost Efficiency & Optimization: Polaris continuously evaluates vendor contracts, facility costs, and operational

expenses to ensure cost-effective solutions are implemented.

ALIGNMENT TO GRANT GOALS

Goal 1: Develop and implement a robust student recruitment and enrollment plan to expand the primary grades

● To support the expansion of primary-grade enrollment, Polaris has allocated resources strategically to ensure

long-term growth and sustainability, including:

---Marketing & Outreach Investment: Polaris dedicates funds for community engagement, digital marketing,

bilingual recruitment materials, and outreach events to attract a diverse student population.

---Staffing for Enrollment Support: Polaris has hired additional enrollment specialists to work closely with families,

ensuring smooth transitions for new students.

---Technology Enhancements: Investment in online application systems and CRM tools enhances family

engagement and streamlines the enrollment process.

Goal 2: Expand literacy and math achievement for primary-grade students across all student subgroups

● Polaris prioritizes data-driven instructional investments to improve early literacy and math achievement, ensuring

financial resources directly impact student learning:

---Curriculum & Instructional Resources: Budget allocations include high-quality instructional materials, literacy

intervention programs, and Cognitively Guided Instruction (CGI) training for teachers.

---Professional Development & Coaching: Funding supports ongoing teacher training, math and literacy workshops,

and EL Education coaching to improve instructional quality.

---Student Support Services: Increased funding for additional interventionists, special education specialists, and EL

support staff ensures equitable access to academic resources for all students.

Goal 3: Reimagine outdoor spaces to provide increased opportunities for primary students to engage in

experiential learning through environmental topics and purposeful play outside

● To enhance outdoor experiential learning opportunities, Polaris has prioritized financial investments in creating

safe, engaging, and educational outdoor environments:

---Infrastructure Development: Polaris has allocated funds for the renovation and enhancement of outdoor learning

spaces, including gardens, nature trails, and outdoor classrooms.

---Environmental STEM Programming: Financial resources support hands-on environmental education,

sustainability initiatives, and partnerships with local organizations.

---Student & Community Engagement: Budget includes funds for student-led outdoor projects, field experiences,
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and environmental literacy programs.

ONGOING FINANCIAL MONITORING AND TRANSPARENCY

To maintain financial accountability and sustainability, Polaris implements the following monitoring and reporting

systems:

● Quarterly Financial Reports: Submitted to charter authorizers, board members, and stakeholders to ensure

alignment with budget projections.

● Grant Reporting & Compliance Reviews: Conducted regularly to track grant expenditures, ensure compliance,

and demonstrate effective use of funds.

● Annual Independent Audit: Ensures financial integrity and strengthens public trust in the school’s financial

stewardship.

Polaris Charter Academy is committed to sound financial management, strategic investments, and transparency in

utilizing funds to enhance student achievement and institutional growth. By aligning financial resources with

student recruitment, academic achievement, and outdoor learning initiatives, Polaris ensures long-term

sustainability and measurable impact in the community.

Section 8: Board Capacity and Governance Structure
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A competent, trained governing board is essential to the success of a public charter school. Fully describe

how your school has developed a strong governing board with a diverse set of skills. Be sure to include how

board members understand their roles and responsibilities and have developed a transition plan and ongoing

professional development to maintain board strength going forward.

(This value must be between 1 and 750 words)

Polaris Charter Academy has cultivated a highly skilled and diverse governing board that provides strategic

oversight, fiduciary responsibility, and mission-driven leadership. The board is composed of individuals with

expertise in education, finance, law, nonprofit management, community engagement, and philanthropy, ensuring a

broad range of perspectives that strengthen decision-making and governance.

Board members are carefully recruited based on their alignment with Polaris’ mission and their ability to support key

initiatives, including student recruitment, academic excellence, and experiential learning. Through ongoing training

and governance best practices, the board ensures compliance, sustainability, and strategic growth.

ROLES AND RESPONSIBILITIES OF BOARD MEMBERS

Each board member undergoes a comprehensive onboarding process to understand their responsibilities and

Polaris’ strategic priorities. The board follows nonprofit governance best practices to provide oversight in the

following key areas:

● Financial Oversight & Compliance: Ensuring fiscal responsibility through budget reviews, audits, and sustainable

financial planning.

● Student Achievement & Educational Excellence: Monitoring academic performance, curriculum effectiveness, and

student outcomes.

● Strategic Planning & Growth: Supporting student recruitment and enrollment expansion to increase access to

high-quality education.

● Community Engagement & Advocacy: Strengthening relationships with stakeholders, families, and community

organizations.

BOARD DEVELOPMENT, TRAINING, AND TRANSITION PLANNING

To maintain board effectiveness and sustainability, Polaris has developed a robust professional development and

succession plan:

● Annual Board Retreats & Training: Members participate in annual governance retreats and ongoing professional

development sessions on best practices, charter compliance, and DEI initiatives (adhering at minimum to state law

on annual hours of board training)
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● Mentorship and Knowledge Transfer: New board members are paired with seasoned members for mentorship

and structured transition planning.

● Regular Performance Evaluations: The board conducts self-assessments and strategic goal reviews to ensure

continued growth and effectiveness.

● Succession Planning: Polaris maintains a pipeline of prospective board members, ensuring continuity and

sustained leadership.

ALIGNMENT TO GRANT GOALS

Goal 1: Develop and implement a robust student recruitment and enrollment plan to expand the primary grades

● The board plays an active role in guiding student recruitment strategies, ensuring enrollment growth in the

primary grades. Key actions include:

---Developing targeted outreach strategies to engage families in underrepresented communities.

---Allocating resources for marketing, recruitment events, and partnerships with local early childhood centers.

---Ensuring governance oversight of enrollment metrics and family engagement efforts.

Goal 2: Expand literacy and math achievement for primary-grade students across all student subgroups

● The board ensures that Polaris remains focused on data-driven instructional strategies to improve academic

achievement by:

---Reviewing student performance data and setting clear academic goals.

---Securing funding for early literacy interventions, math coaching, and teacher development.

---Overseeing curriculum implementation and instructional excellence in primary grades.

Goal 3: Reimagine outdoor spaces to provide increased opportunities for primary students to engage in

experiential learning through environmental topics and purposeful play outside

● The board provides strategic direction and oversight to ensure successful outdoor learning initiatives, including:

---Securing funding for outdoor learning spaces, gardens, and environmental STEM programming.

---Partnering with environmental organizations to create sustainability initiatives.

---Ensuring that outdoor experiential learning is embedded into Polaris’ long-term strategic plan.

Polaris Charter Academy’s governing board is a critical pillar of school success, providing leadership, oversight, and

sustainability. Through a strategic approach to governance, ongoing professional development, and alignment with

grant goals, the board ensures that Polaris continues to grow, innovate, and deliver exceptional education to

students on Chicago’s West Side.
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Section 9: School Leadership and Management
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Fully describe and justify the intended leadership structure of your school. Share a strong leadership and

staffing plan that ensures high-quality implementation and sustainability of the school.

(This value must be between 1 and 750 words)

Polaris Charter Academy has established a strategic and sustainable leadership structure designed to support

high-quality instruction, student achievement, and operational excellence. This structure ensures collaborative

decision-making, instructional oversight, and continuous school improvement aligned with the mission and long-

term sustainability of the school.

SCHOOL LEADERSHIP TEAM

Polaris’ leadership team operates with a distributed leadership model, fostering shared accountability and expertise

across all functional areas of the school.

● Executive Director: Provides strategic vision, oversees schoolwide academic excellence, and ensures financial

sustainability.

● Principal: Focused on instructional leadership, coaching, and professional development for staff.

● Director of Finance and Operations: Manages school facilities, finances, compliance, and logistics to ensure

smooth day-to-day operations.

● Director of Community Engagement: Partners with families, community members, and local

organizations/institutions.

● Director of Program Development: Codifies and disseminates innovative best practices.

● Instructional Leadership Team (ILT): A group of teacher-leaders and administrators who guide professional

learning, curriculum development, and assessment strategies.

● Student Support Services Team: Includes social workers, special education coordinators, and EL specialists to

provide wraparound services and ensure student well-being.

This multi-tiered leadership approach guarantees that instructional quality, school culture, and operational stability

remain strong and sustainable.

ALIGNMENT TO GRANT GOALS

Goal 1: Develop and implement a robust student recruitment and enrollment plan to expand the primary grades

● To ensure strong enrollment growth in the primary grades, the leadership team oversees:

---A dedicated Enrollment and Community Engagement Coordinator to drive recruitment efforts, enhance outreach,

and support family onboarding serving under the Director of Community Engagement.

---Partnerships with local early childhood centers to build a pipeline of incoming students.
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---Marketing initiatives, including digital campaigns and in-person events, to attract a diverse student population.

Goal 2: Expand literacy and math achievement for primary-grade students across all student subgroups

● The school’s leadership team is committed to ensuring academic excellence through:

---Ongoing professional development for teachers, facilitated by the Principal and the ILT, with a focus on early

literacy and math instruction.

---Data-driven decision-making, where student performance is analyzed in weekly PLC meetings to guide

interventions and instructional planning.

---Specialized support staff, including interventionists and instructional coaches, who provide targeted instruction

for students at all achievement levels.

Goal 3: Reimagine outdoor spaces to provide increased opportunities for primary students to engage in

experiential learning through environmental topics and purposeful play outside

● The leadership team recognizes the importance of outdoor and experiential learning and has committed to:

---Developing outdoor learning spaces, including gardens and play-based exploration areas, under the guidance of

the Principal and Director of Finance and Operations.

---Incorporating environmental education into the curriculum, supported by the ILT and external community

partnerships.

---Training teachers on place-based learning methodologies to enhance engagement in outdoor learning

experiences.

SUSTAINABILITY AND LEADERSHIP DEVELOPMENT

Polaris ensures long-term sustainability by cultivating leadership talent through:

● Succession Planning: Identifying and mentoring emerging leaders within the staff to ensure leadership continuity.

● Professional Learning for Leaders: Ongoing training in instructional leadership, DEI practices, and school

operations to strengthen decision-making and adaptability.

● Collaborative Governance: Regular leadership retreats and data reviews to align school improvement efforts with

strategic goals.

Polaris Charter Academy’s leadership structure is intentionally designed for sustainability, instructional excellence,

and operational success. Through a distributed leadership model, targeted recruitment strategies, and a

commitment to data-driven decision-making, the school ensures that primary grade expansion, literacy and math

achievement, and experiential learning initiatives are effectively implemented and sustained over time.
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Section 10: Needs Analysis

Required Attachment: Needs Analysis & any additional supporting documents for the Needs Analysis

As part of the subgrant application, eligible applicants must complete a comprehensive needs analysis that

will explain in detail their family and community engagement plan, how they have garnered local community

support, determined potential enrollment and student demographics, and how charter school operations will

reflect the needs of the community (Application Requirement (a)(3)(ii)(G)). Provide a needs analysis and

description of the need for the new school, replication, or expansion; including how the proposed project

would serve the interests and meet the needs of students and families in the communities the charter school

intends to serve. Applicants may submit information and documents previously submitted to an authorized

public chartering agency to address needs as an attachment.

Section 10_Part 1_Needs Analysis (Polaris).pdf

Filename: Section 10_Part 1_Needs Analysis (Polaris).pdf Size: 256.1 kB

Section 10_Part 2_Community Support (Polaris).pdf

Filename: Section 10_Part 2_Community Support (Polaris).pdf Size: 296.1 kB

Section 11: Growth Plan
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Describe how the charter school will grow its enrollment and how it intends to implement its growth plan. The

applicant will include current recruitment and enrollment practices.

(This value must be between 1 and 800 words)

Polaris Charter Academy is committed to sustainable growth and increased access to high-quality education for

students on Chicago’s West Side. Through data-driven recruitment strategies, targeted enrollment practices, and

strategic facility enhancements, Polaris aims to expand primary-grade enrollment while ensuring academic

excellence and strong community engagement.

STUDENT RECRUITMENT AND ENROLLMENT PRACTICES

To support primary-grade expansion, Polaris has developed a comprehensive student recruitment plan that

includes:

● Community-Based Outreach: Engaging local families through early childhood partnerships, neighborhood events,

and outreach at daycare centers and Head Start programs.

● Bilingual Family Engagement: Ensuring multilingual recruitment materials and interpreter support for families

whose first language is not English.

● Digital Marketing Strategies: Utilizing social media campaigns, school website enhancements, and email outreach

to connect with prospective families.

● Referral and Ambassador Program: Encouraging current families to refer new students by offering informational

sessions.

● Data-Driven Enrollment Tracking: Monitoring enrollment trends and interest forms to adjust recruitment strategies

based on real-time data.

PLANNED GROWTH AND IMPLEMENTATION

Polaris has established measurable enrollment growth targets with a focus on primary-grade expansion:

● Phase 1 (Year 1-2): Increase primary enrollment by expanding two primary classrooms for 50 students, ensuring

adequate staffing and instructional resources.

● Phase 2 (Year 3-5): Continue growth to stabilize K-5 enrollment, with an emphasis on high-quality early learning

interventions.

● Phase 3 (Year 6+): Expand middle school programming to sustain academic pathways for students advancing

beyond primary grades.

ALIGNMENT TO GRANT GOALS
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Goal 1: Develop and implement a robust student recruitment and enrollment plan to expand the primary grades

● To achieve sustainable enrollment growth, Polaris will:

---Strengthen early childhood partnerships to establish a steady pipeline for K-2 students.

---Increase marketing and visibility efforts, including community canvassing and targeted digital outreach.

---Expand enrollment support services, ensuring families have clear, accessible pathways to enrollment.

Goal 2: Expand literacy and math achievement for primary-grade students across all student subgroups

● To improve academic outcomes, Polaris will:

---Implement structured literacy and math interventions, utilizing Lalilo, LETRS, and Reflect Math.

---Hire additional literacy and math specialists to provide small-group instruction and differentiated learning support.

---Utilize data-driven instruction by tracking student growth through frequent formative assessments.

Goal 3: Reimagine outdoor spaces to provide increased opportunities for primary students to engage in

experiential learning through environmental topics and purposeful play outside

● To integrate outdoor learning into the curriculum, Polaris will:

---Develop outdoor classrooms and garden spaces to facilitate nature-based learning.

---Embed environmental literacy into daily instruction, incorporating STEM projects focused on sustainability.

---Partner with local environmental organizations to create hands-on student learning experiences in urban ecology

and environmental stewardship.

SUSTAINABILITY AND LONG-TERM VISION

Polaris’ growth plan is supported by:

● Strategic Budgeting & Fundraising: Seeking private grants, community partnerships, and philanthropic support to

sustain expansion efforts.

● Staffing & Professional Development: Recruiting highly qualified teachers and instructional coaches to maintain

academic rigor and student support.

● Facility Enhancements: Expanding classroom space and outdoor learning environments to accommodate

growing enrollment.

Through intentional planning, community collaboration, and data-driven decision-making, Polaris Charter Academy

is positioned for sustained enrollment growth and academic success. By aligning its expansion with student

recruitment, academic achievement, and experiential learning opportunities, Polaris will continue to transform

educational opportunities for primary-grade students on Chicago’s West Side.

Conflict of Interest Questionnaire
Completed - Feb 28 2025
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OVERVIEW

Each board member of a charter governing board must complete this form as part of a school’s application to the
INCS CSP grant program.  It is meant to identify any actual or potential conflicts of interest in the school. 

DEFINITIONS 

1. Employee. The school leader and all other employees of the charter, regardless of classification and regardless of
whether employed on a full time or part time basis. 

2. Entity. Any individual, corporation, proprietorship, partnership, firm, association, trade union, trust, estate and/or
group, as well as parent, or subsidiary of any of the listed entities, whether or not operated for profit. 

3. Board. The governing board of the charter school. 

4. Management Organization. Any organization, regardless of for- or non-profit status, that holds a contract with the
Board to provide educational or school management services. The Management Organization may be an
Educational Management Organization or Charter Management Organization. 

5. Not-for-Profit Corporation. A corporation subject to the Illinois General Not for Profit Corporation Act of 1986 (805
ILCS 105/) and organized solely for one or more of the purposes authorized by Section 103.05 of the Act. 

6. Relative. Any Spouse, Domestic Partner, Partner to a Civil Union, child, step-child, parent, step-parent,
grandparent, grandchild, sibling, step-sibling, half-sibling, parent-in-law, brother-in-law, sister-in-law, son-in-law,
daughter-in-law, aunt, great-aunt, uncle, great-uncle, niece, nephew, or first cousin and shall include any similar
relationship created by blood, legal adoption, in loco parentis status, marriage, Domestic Partnership, Partnership to
a Civil Union, or parenting relationship. 

7. School. The charter at which the individual completing this form serves as a governing board member.

Conflict of Interest Questionnaire

CONFLICT-OF-INTEREST QUESTIONNAIRE

Please use this template to complete this questionnaire in its entirety for board members. The Personal

Information section requires narrative responses. For all other sections (Nepotism, Gifts, Conflicts of Interest),

please check Yes or No and enter a written explanation if directed. The purpose of the narrative is to provide

sufficient detail to assess whether a conflict may exist. 

Attach all conflict of interest questionnaires and additional sheets as necessary.

POLARIS_CoI Forms.pdf

Filename: POLARIS_CoI Forms.pdf Size: 19.0 MB
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Proof of Notification to Authorizer of Application to CSP Competition
Completed - Feb 28 2025

ESEA § 4310 (6) requires all Charter School Program (CSP) grant applications must be provided to the charter school
authorizer and the authorizer must verify that the CSP applicant charter school has notified them of application
submission. Please provide email proof of notification to Authorizer of Application to CSP Competition.

POLARIS_Authorizer Notification

Filename: POLARIS_Authorizer_Notification.pdf Size: 841.2 kB

Evidence of Nonprofit Designation
Completed - Feb 28 2025

Please upload evidence of your nonprofit designation.

POALRIS 501(c)(3)

Filename: POALRIS_501c3.pdf Size: 55.4 kB

Student Discipline Policy & Plan
Completed - Feb 28 2025

Please upload your schools student discipline policy and plan.

POLARIS_Student Code of Conduct

Filename: POLARIS_Student_Code_of_Conduct.pdf Size: 696.8 kB

Transportation plan for all students
Completed - Feb 28 2025

Please upload a transportation plan for all students.

POLARIS_Transportation Policy

Filename: POLARIS_Transportation_Policy.pdf Size: 227.3 kB

RFA Budget
Completed - Mar 4 2025

Please create your budget using the RFA Budget template and upload the task to complete – the budget should
align to and address how it will support the school in meeting their stated project goals

Instruction for filling out the Budget tab:

Please fill out the budget line items in the 7 categories: personnel, fringe benefits, travel, equipment, supplies,
contractual and other. For each budget line item, fill out the estimated cost for the planning year, implementation year
1 and implementation year 2 of the grant. The Department of Education recommends 50% of total funds spent in the
planning period, 25% spent in implementation year 1 and 25% spent in implementation year Your budget submission
should be within 5% of this range for each category to be considered for funds. 

For each budget line item, add in a justification/calculation and explain the budgeted items role in achieving grant
outcomes. For the Calculation Formula: provide a brief rationale behind the proposed expenses ($100,000 annual
salary x 9 months; Math textbooks @$100 each x 200 students, etc.). For the Role in Achieving Grant Outcomes:
provide a brief description as to how this expenditure will support the school in reaching grant outcomes. Please
review the sample budget for an example before completing the Budget tab. 



48 / 54

Please reach out to the INCS team at cspgrant@incschools.org with any questions.

RFA Budget (Polaris)

Filename: RFA_Budget_Polaris.xlsx Size: 23.1 kB

Budget Narrative
Completed - Mar 4 2025

Write a detailed project narrative explaining how the funds will be used to meet the project goals; the budget
narrative should address each budget period – planning and implementation. The narrative should provide a
description of planned activities and expenditures through each budget period, along with a justification for those
activities and expenditures. The Planning Period may be no more than 18 months. The Implementation Period
begins on the first day of school. Total grant lengths are up to 36 months, inclusive of the Planning period with the
option, upon approval, to extend for up to 60 months total. In no instance will a grant period exceed 60 months.

Budget Narrative (Polaris)

Filename: Budget_Narrative_Polaris.pdf Size: 264.4 kB

Five-year Budget
Completed - Mar 4 2025

Provide a five-year operational budget based on the school application type – New School, Replication, or
Expansion.

Five-Year Budget (Polaris)

Filename: Five-Year_Budget_Polaris.xlsx Size: 12.6 kB

List of Governing Board Members & Affiliations
Completed - Feb 28 2025

POLARIS_Board Members

Filename: POLARIS_Board_Members.pdf Size: 222.7 kB

Governing Documents (Bylaws)
Completed - Feb 28 2025

2024-2025 Governing Board Bylaws

Filename: 2024-2025_Governing_Board_Bylaws.pdf Size: 2.6 MB

Organizational Chart
Completed - Feb 28 2025

POLARIS_Org Chart

Filename: POLARIS_Org_Chart.pdf Size: 57.9 kB

Description of key staff responsible for administering and overseeing the
subgrant, including their responsibilities and duties
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Completed - Feb 28 2025

POLARIS_Grant Administration and Oversight

Filename: POLARIS_Grant_Administration_and_Oversight.pdf Size: 259.7 kB

Resumes of Leadership Team
Completed - Feb 28 2025

3_John Resume

Filename: 3_John_Resume.pdf Size: 70.1 kB

5_Tammy Resume

Filename: 5_Tammy_Resume.pdf Size: 143.7 kB

4_Lissette Resume

Filename: 4_Lissette_Resume.pdf Size: 163.1 kB

2_Fran Resume

Filename: 2_Fran_Resume.pdf Size: 186.6 kB

1_Michelle Resume

Filename: 1_Michelle_Resume.pdf Size: 167.7 kB

A description of the roles and responsibilities of partner organizations and
charter management organizations, including the administrative and
contractual roles and responsibilities of such partners.
Completed - Feb 28 2025

POLARIS_CMO-Partner Statement

Filename: POLARIS_CMO-Partner_Statement.pdf Size: 219.0 kB

CSP Certification & Assurances Document
Completed - Feb 28 2025

Please fill out the CSP Certification & Assurances document using the attached template and upload when
complete. 

POLARIS_CSP Certification & Assurances

Filename: POLARIS_CSP_Certification__Assurances.pdf Size: 2.9 MB

Board Approved Financial Policies and Standard Operating Procedures
(Required for replication and expansion only)
Completed - Feb 28 2025

POLARIS_Financial-Fiscal Policies Handbook

Filename: POLARIS_Financial-Fiscal_Policies_Handbook.pdf Size: 527.0 kB
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Copy of Lease or Facilities contract (if applicable)
Incomplete

Competitive Preference Priorities
Completed - Mar 4 2025

In addition to the up to 115 points that may be assigned in the required components of this application, applicants
have the opportunity to earn up to 14 Competitive Preference Priority Points. Competitive Preference Priority points
will be applied for applicants demonstrating they meet the criteria for each of the following sections. Please fill out the
competitive preference priorities that fit the new, replicating or expanding school you are proposing. This portion of
the application is optional.

Competitive Preference Priorities
Competitive Preference Priority 1: Serving Rural Students

2 Additional Points may be awarded for schools that recruit from rural or unincorporated regions. Applicant

must demonstrate that it intends to locate in or near rural or unincorporated regions and how it intends to meet

the unique needs of the student population that it recruits from there.

(No response)

Competitive Preference Priority 2: Serving High School
Students

2 Additional Points may be awarded for schools that intend to serve high school students. Applicant must

demonstrate how its new, replicated, or expanded school will serve high school students (grades 9 through

12).

(No response)

Competitive Preference Priority 3: Utilizing Diverse School
Models
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2 Additional Points may be awarded for schools that intend to use diverse school models (such as a

Montessori school, a STEM school, medical arts school, etc) . Applicant must demonstrate how its school

model(s) will meet the needs of students.

Polaris Charter Academy implements the EL Education model, a dynamic and rigorous approach to learning that

fosters critical thinking, student agency, and experiential learning. This model is distinctly different from traditional

educational frameworks, positioning Polaris as a diverse school model that meets the evolving needs of students in

West Humboldt Park, Chicago.

MEETING THE NEEDS OF STUDENTS THROUGH EL EDUCATION

The EL Education model is designed to cultivate students who are engaged, knowledgeable, and active citizens.

Polaris’ approach is particularly impactful for students in historically under-resourced communities, ensuring access

to high-quality, student-centered learning experiences. Core elements of the model include:

● Expeditionary Learning: Students engage in real-world, interdisciplinary projects that connect curriculum to local

and global issues, fostering problem-solving and critical thinking skills.

● Crew Culture: A unique advisory system that builds strong relationships, social-emotional learning, and leadership

development.

● Mastery of Knowledge and Skills: Instructional practices emphasize deeper learning, collaboration, and student-

led inquiry, preparing students for college and career success.

● Character Development: Students embody Polaris’ Points of Polaris—Integrity, Compassion, Explorer, Critical

Thinker, and Active Citizen—reinforcing ethical decision-making and community engagement.

● High-Quality Work: Emphasis on student portfolios, public presentations, and real-world applications ensures that

learning is authentic, meaningful, and relevant.

ALIGNMENT TO KEY STUDENT NEEDS

Polaris’ EL Education model directly addresses the academic, social-emotional, and experiential learning needs of

its students:

● Engagement and Inquiry-Based Learning: By integrating student-led projects and real-world applications, Polaris

ensures that students are not just passive learners but active participants in their education.

● Equitable Access to Rigorous Education: The West Humboldt Park community faces systemic educational

challenges; Polaris’ model provides opportunities for deep, inquiry-based learning that prepares students for

lifelong success.

● Outdoor and Experiential Learning: Aligning with Goal 3 of the grant, Polaris integrates outdoor learning spaces

and environmental education into core instruction, reinforcing STEM-based and sustainability-focused

competencies.
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WHY EL EDUCATION IS A DIVERSE SCHOOL MODEL

Unlike traditional approaches, EL Education redefines the role of the student—moving beyond rote memorization

to fostering curiosity, innovation, and leadership. Polaris’ diverse model ensures that every student, regardless of

background, can develop the skills, knowledge, and character necessary for success in academics and beyond. By

implementing the EL Education model, Polaris Charter Academy is expanding educational possibilities, fostering

diverse learning experiences, and ensuring students thrive in a rapidly changing world.

Competitive Preference Priority 4: Partnering with Traditional
Public Schools

3 Additional Points may be awarded for schools that intend to serve at-risk populations. Applicant must

demonstrate evidence how it will serve at-risk student populations. Proof of partnering with traditonal public

school will be required.

(No response)

Competitive Preference Priority 5: Serving At-Risk Populations
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3 Additional Points may be awarded for schools that intend to serve at-risk populations. Applicant must

demonstrate that the school is serving at least 80% of students who qualify as at risk. For the purposes of this

requirement, schools should use the definition of at risk or educationally disadvantaged as described in

section 1115(c)(2) of the ESEA: a student in one or more of the following categories - economically

disadvantaged, children with disabilities, migrant students, English learners, neglected or delinquent

students, homeless students, and students who are in foster care.

Polaris Charter Academy is deeply committed to providing equitable, high-quality education to students in West

Humboldt Park, Chicago, a community where a significant majority of students face multiple educational barriers.

Polaris ensures that every child—regardless of socioeconomic status, language proficiency, or housing stability—

receives the support needed to thrive academically and socially.

DEMOGRAPHICS OF THE POLARIS STUDENT POPULATION

Polaris serves a highly diverse student body, including:

94% economically disadvantaged students (qualifying for Free and Reduced-Price Lunch).

18% of students with Individualized Education Plans (IEPs), receiving targeted interventions and support services

as diverse learners.

16% of students classified as Students in Temporary Living Situations (STLS), including homeless and foster care

students.

3% of students identified as Multilingual Learners (MLLs)/English Learners (ELs), requiring specialized language

acquisition support.

These statistics reflect Polaris’ unwavering dedication to educational equity and its mission to break systemic

barriers through innovative instruction and comprehensive student support services.

TAILORED SUPPORT FOR AT-RISK STUDENTS

Polaris integrates a multi-tiered system of support (MTSS) to address the unique needs of its at-risk population

through:

● Wraparound Services: Collaboration with social workers, counselors, and community organizations to provide

mental health services, food assistance, and housing support.

● Specialized Academic Interventions:

---Individualized Education Plans (IEPs) for students with disabilities.

---Bilingual education strategies and Sheltered Instruction Observation Protocol (SIOP) for Multilingual/English

Learners.

---Trauma-informed instructional practices for students facing homelessness, foster care, or other significant
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challenges.

● Extended Learning Opportunities:

---After-school enrichment programs tailored for students needing additional academic and social-emotional

learning (SEL) support.

---Summer learning initiative partnerships to close achievement gaps for students experiencing interrupted

education.

● Family and Community Engagement:

---Parent workshops and bilingual communication strategies to ensure all families have access to school resources.

---School-based food pantries and crisis assistance services to stabilize students and families.

IMPACT OF POLARIS' AT-RISK STUDENT SUPPORT STRATEGIES

Through its comprehensive approach, Polaris has:

● Increased literacy and math achievement among historically underserved student subgroups.

● Provided consistent academic growth, as demonstrated by assessment data.

● Created an inclusive school culture that promotes equity, resilience, and student leadership.

Polaris Charter Academy is a beacon of opportunity for at-risk students, offering individualized supports, community

partnerships, and a rigorous EL Education model to ensure success. By addressing the needs of economically

disadvantaged, Multilingual/English learners, students with disabilities, and those experiencing housing instability,

Polaris fulfills its mission of educating and empowering students to create a better world.

Competitive Preference Priority 6: Opening or Replicating
Charter Schools in Designated Priority Areas

3 Additional Points may be awarded for schools that intend to open or replicate charter schools in designated

priority areas. Applicant must demonstrate where it will open or replicate a charter school in one of the

following designated priority areas: Cahokia, Champaign, Decatur, DeKalb, East St. Louis, Kankakee, Peoria,

Proviso Township, Rock Island, Rockford, Urbana, and Waukegan in greater Illinois and CPS Networks 3, 11,

12, 13, 15, 16, and 17.

(No response)


