Rotary Report

Summit Charter School
by Jodie Cook


Summit Charter School located in Cashiers is a name familiar to many Highlanders but the nature and operations of the school are certainly less familiar. Rotarian Thomas Craig, whose children attend Summit, introduced interim co-directors Dr. Ned Fox and Dr. Jim Hendrix to the Highlands Rotary to explain more about Summit. Fox and Hendrix, who had been involved with Summit since its inception, stepped up to serve as co-directors following the untimely death of Director Chris Horne this past November.


Summit Charter School, Dr. Fox  began, is a public school serving grades K-8 for students of Jackson, Macon and  Transylvania Counties. Currently enrollment is 172. Sixty percent of the operational funding for Summit Charter, as a public school, comes from the State of NC, 20% from the three counties served and the remaining 20% must be raised through donations, grants and other sources. Infrastructure costs such as classrooms and the phsycial plant itself are not paid by the Counties or State and must be solicited from the private sector. 


In reality, Dr. Fox continued, Charter Schools represent a substantial saving to the State and Counties served compared to traditional public schools. The 20% of operational costs that fall to the private sector are the apparent savings, however these are overshadowed by the lack of infrastructure costs. There aren’t school bond referendums for charter schools buildings, gymnasiums, etc. 


There are 99 Charter Schools in NC with 33,000 students. Nationwide there are 4,000 charter schools. Charter Schools are publicly funded – as mentioned above – schools that have been freed from some of the rules, regulations and statutes that apply to public schools in exchange for accountability to produce specified results set forth in each school’s charter. The charter for each such school must be approved by the State. 


Summit Charter began in 1997 and recently received the 10 year renewal of its charter. This is a significant event as the State’s evaluation of results versus charter specified results had a 10 year time basis which would preclude avenues of sub-performance such as “in progress” and “will be accomplished”. Results are results – part of the charter is that charter schools are accountable for student achievement.


As a public school there isn’t any tuition requirement at Summit. Students from the counties served may enroll subject only to class availability. If there isn’t space available in a particular grade a public lottery is held those applicants.


Summit Charter conforms to NC state testing requirments and North Carolina standards are a guide for the curriculum. Seventy five percent of the Summit elementary teachers must be State certified and fifty percent of middle school faculty must be certified. All teachers must be highly qualified if they teach a course subject, such as English, mathematics, social studies and science.


Student character development is a priority. Reflected in Summit’s mission statement -To provide a creative and nurturing educational environment where our children can seek excellence within themselves and in their endeavors – is the Summit daily pledge recited by students after the Pledge of Allegiance: “Each day in my words and in my deeds I will do my best to live these seven virtues – honesty, respect, responsibility, self discipline, compassion, perseverance and giving.” One of these virtues is chosen each day and is themed throughout the day. 


A hallmark of Summit is a sense of community and student friendship. Through various forums, assemblies such as “atrium” students interact and make a point of knowing each other. Manners, courtesy and consideration are recognized as traits of Summit students.


Next fall Summit will move to a new 25-acre campus in Cashiers with a new Director, Dr. Jack Talmadge from Atlanta who will be joining Summit this July 1st and school enrollment is up for next year. 


The new campus will allow Summit to expand upon a facet of education where the environment is intertwined into the curriculum. For example, grades 3-5 have a bird raising area where birdhouses are established, maintained and records kept. This teaches in a practical vein scientific observation, cause and effect, penmanship and writing skills in reporting and data maintenance. In other subject areas geography and history are combined in studying states along the Appalachian Trail. The object is to incorporate the beauty and nature around Summit into quality elements of education. 


Summit Charter maintains an excellent website at: www.SummitSchool.org. 

