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PHASE	I:	Letter	of	Intent
Created:	06/10/2015

Last	updated:	06/22/2015

Basic	Contact	and	Application	Information

Page	1

Applicant	groups	and	Existing	Education	Corporations	interested	in	submitting	an	application	to	establish	Regents-

authorized	charter	schools	are	asked	to	complete	this	brief	information	sheet.	The	Department	will	use	this	information

to	plan	and	coordinate	peer	review	panels	with	appropriate	expertise	to	evaluate	all	application	materials.

Please	indicate	whether	an	Applicant	Group	or	an	Existing	Education	Corporation	is	submitting	this	Round	1	Letter	of

Intent.

Applicant	Group	LOl	to	establish	a	single,	brand	new	charter	school

Proposed	Charter	School	Name

(Please	write	out	the	formal	and	full	name	for	the	school	you	proposed,	and	include	the	words	"charter"	and	"school"	in	the	proposed
name(s)).

School	Name Finger	Lakes	Academy:	A	Classical	Charter	School

Grades	Served	(K-5,	.6-8,	9-12,	etc.)	During	Initial	Term K-2

Number	of	Students	During	Initial	Term 100

Proposed	or	Current	Board	Chair	and	Public	Contact	information,	including	mailing	address,	phone	number,	and	email

address.

(The	entire	chart	may	not	be	visible	on	your	screen.	Use	the	"tab"	key	to	move	from	column	to	column.	The	first	column	will	remain	static	as
you	do	so).

First	and	Last	Name Best	Phone	Number	(###-###-
####)

Email	Address

Proposed/Current	Board	Chair Donna	Bennett 585-298-0116 donnambennett@att.net

Public/Media	Contact	Person Donna	Bennett 585-298-0116 donnambennett@att.net

If	available,	please	provide	the	URL	to	the	website	established	for	the	proposed	school	or	existing	education

corporation.

https://www.facebook.com/fingerlakesacademy

Proposed	Management	and/or	Partner	Organization(s),	such	as	a	charter	or	educational	management	company	or	a

university,	academic	program	partner,	or	whole	school	change	partner.

(See	pages	45-46	of	the	application	kit	for	definitions	and	guidance	as	only	"substantial"	partnerships	should	be	listed	here).
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Proposed	Management	Company N/A

Partner	Organization	1 Hillsdale	College

Partner	Organization	2 N/A

Proposed	Board	Chair	Signature

(Internet	Explorer	may	not	support	this	feature.	Open	the	portal	using	Google	Chrome,	Firefox,	or	Safari).

Date

2015/06/22

Thank	you	for	completing	this	form.	
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Letter of Intent – Finger Lakes Academy: A Classical Charter School - June 23, 2015 

The following serves as the Letter of Intent to submit a formal proposal for Finger Lakes 
Academy: A Classical Charter School (FLA).  The proposed school will be a K-2 public school 
option opening Fall 2016 in the Phelps/Clifton Springs (Midlakes) school district area, under the 
same proposed education corporation name of Finger Lakes Academy: A Classical Charter 
School.  FLA will provide a distinctive educational option for students in our rural geographic 
area where there are limited public educational options.  
 
School Mission  
The FLA mission is to furnish every child with a classical and academically rigorous education in 
the liberal arts, mathematics, and sciences, with instruction in the principles of moral character 
and civic virtue.  Students will reach beyond basic standard levels of understanding to achieve 
true proficiency through a structured and systematic Core Knowledge curriculum, phonics 
based reading program, and foreign language instruction. 
 
The FLA Model: Academic Program and School Description 
Finger Lakes Academy will provide an academic program that is different from the existing 
school districts which we will serve:  
• Foreign Language instruction in grades K-5 
• Latin Instruction in grades 6-9 
• Research-based phonics and cursive handwriting instruction 
• Emphasis on classical literature  
• Instruction in the principles of moral character and civic virtue 
 
Our formal proposal will detail why a classical education will give a higher likelihood of 
academic success for the underperforming and/or underserved in our area’s target enrollment 
population, with specific data from successful classical charter schools using the same model.  
 
Target Population 
The populations for our enrollment base are in the school districts of Phelps/Clifton Springs, 
Manchester/Shortsville, Geneva, Lyons, Newark, Palmyra, Waterloo, Marcus Whitman, and 
Canandaigua. These districts are within the 15 miles bussing radius of each of the two locations 
we are considering.   
 
Proposed Grades and Enrollment 
The proposed grades upon opening in Fall of 2016 will be K-2.  We propose to add grades 
incrementally to become a K-6 by the fifth year of operation.  Our projected enrollment of 
students for the first year of K-2 operation is 100.  We’ve assumed full enrollment at two 
classes for Kindergarten (50 total), one for first grade (25), and one for second grade (25).  In 
the fifth year of operation, after adding the additional grades to become a K-6, we project an 
enrollment of 300.  
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Enrollment and Retention Strategies 
FLA will make every effort possible to attract, recruit, and retain students with disabilities, 
English language learners, and those students eligible for the free and reduced lunch program. 
For students with disabilities, we will utilize our contacts at the Ontario County ARC and 
Happiness House in Canandaigua and Geneva to organize informational and recruitment 
sessions.  Both organizations focus on residents with disabilities and have special supports in 
place for children. Out of the nine districts we will serve, Geneva has the highest rate of free 
and reduced lunch program students (71%) and English Language Learners (6%), so to attract 
and recruit those students, we will schedule presentations at the Geneva Community Center, 
The Boys & Girls Club, and local YMCA’s. We will use these strategies at the various community 
centers throughout all of our districts.  We will also work with The Salvation Army and the 
Departments of Social Services (DSS) in Canandaigua and Geneva to recruit and attract free and 
reduced lunch eligible students. We will work with the Geneva Housing Authority, Adecco, the 
Salvation Army in both Geneva and Canandaigua, and the Literacy Volunteers of Ontario and 
Yates County to target the English Language Learner population. We feel strongly that all 
families, regardless of socio-economic backgrounds, language barriers, or disabilities should 
have access to our classical charter school.  
 
Community Outreach  
An extensive public outreach campaign began in November of 2013 with letters to community 
stakeholders, elected officials, media outlets and school district superintendents. Since then, 
FLA has been continually promoting awareness and soliciting comments and questions from the 
community. We have conducted (and continue to conduct) numerous information sessions and 
presented (and continue to present) at various service organizations (Kiwanis and Rotary, 
among others) throughout the districts we plan to serve.  We have met with several preschools 
and churches to reach more community residents and have set up informational tables at 
Walmart, family-friendly events, and other high-traffic public locations such as the waste and 
recycling center. We held a public meeting in the district the school would be located in March 
of 2014 and had over 100 attendees. The Phelps/Clifton Springs (Midlakes) district also hosted a 
very well attended public forum in April 2014.  
 
We have also made legislative representatives aware of our charter school intentions with 
letters sent to Senator Mike Nozzolio, Congressman Chris Collins, Assemblyman Brian Kolb, 
Governor Andrew Cuomo, Senator Schumer and Senator Gillibrand.  We personally met with 
Brian Kolb, Mike Nozzolio and his staff, Chris Collins, and Rich Funke to discuss FLA’s mission 
and the classical education philosophy.  
 
All letters and publications have stressed the desire for comments and feedback. These letters 
have enabled us to make numerous connections within the community and gather parent 
interest, support, comments and requests that have contributed to the makings of the 
comprehensive proposal.  Emails have been answered in a timely fashion and have gone into a 
database which will form the school’s public awareness campaigns for future informational 
sessions, forums and enrollment.  We currently have 202 interested contacts in the database 
who receive a regular FLA ENewsletter from us approximately once a month or more often, as 
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needed. We have also generated a database of FLA Volunteers (78) whom we call on to help 
with various tasks as they arise, and we plan to call upon their help in the pre-opening phase of 
our start-up. We also have a petition to enroll students that we bring to all of our public 
sessions which helped us to formulate our grade configuration for the school. Our analysis of 
the signatures of interested parents showed that most interest was found in the primary grades 
and tapered off in the elementary grades.  
 
FLA is hosting an upcoming Educational Choice Seminar in July 2015 with panel speakers from 
local charter schools and a News Channel 10 school choice reporter. We expect this to be a very 
well-attended event that will educate and inform the public about charter schools, in general. 
Specifically, FLA will be introduced as a classical charter school choice for local families to 
consider.  
 
In addition to our regular face-to-face outreach opportunities, FLA has also had a strong 
presence with social media. In November 2014, we held a community contest inviting local 
graphic artists to create a logo based on a given set of parameters.  We chose the logo to set up 
our Facebook page, embroider Board of Trustee polo shirts to wear at public meetings and 
informational sessions, and brand subsequent advertising campaigns.  Our Facebook page was 
launched in December, 2014 to regularly communicate with our followers about parent 
informational sessions and our progress. We also solicit comments and questions on the page 
and have gained a strong following of interested parents and community members.  
 
To reach a greater number of local residents, we have regular ongoing ads in Canandaigua 
Connected, a weekly Enewsletter that goes out to over 6000 local and surrounding area 
residents keeping them abreast of news and happenings in our area.  It goes out every week via 
email, Linked In, Facebook and smartphone platforms.  This widely read publication allows us 
the opportunity to regularly update the community as well as solicit feedback, opinions, and 
questions.   
 
FLA is also the subject of ongoing Daily Messenger, Finger Lakes Times, and Wayne County 
Times Newspaper articles to increase public awareness, provide updates, and solicit comments.  
We have also been featured on the Television News programs of News Channel 10 and Time 
Warner News and have been interviewed several times in 2014 and 2015 on the Finger Lakes 
News Radio Show.  These are the major media outlets which cover the school districts in our 
target population enrollment base.  
 
We plan on continual utilization of social media throughout this process not only to incorporate 
feedback into the proposal, but also to educate the public about the school’s academic program 
to spur enrollment.  We intend to have an ongoing community outreach program 
(Canandaigua Connected ads, more Daily Messenger, Wayne Times, Finger Lakes Times articles, 
social media, public meetings, etc) for constant feedback and improvement.  We feel that a 
continual analysis of the feedback we receive will be a win/win for the community and the 
success of our school.   
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Partner Organization - There is no cost associated with this Hillsdale College/BOT partnership.  
 
We will be working with a nationally renowned partner organization for professional 
development, teacher/principal training, and curriculum support.  The Barney Charter School 
Initiative (a subsidiary of Hillsdale College, Hillsdale, Michigan) has a proven charter school 
model with eight classical education charter schools successfully operating throughout the 
country. In 2015, they will open five more such schools. Each year, Hillsdale partners with 
founding groups to establish 4-5 schools. They have agreed to partner with our founding 
members in the Finger Lakes region, pending charter approval.  We will be returning to Hillsdale 
College again this year for their annual Classical Charter School Seminar June 28-30. Here, 
founding board members gain further understanding of the classical education philosophy, 
meet with other board members of successful schools to share best practices, and learn what 
to expect on the road from approval to opening.  
 
From Hillsdale College: “To advance the founding of classical charter schools, Hillsdale College 
works with school founding groups of parents and local citizens who care deeply about 
education, who plan to apply for a charter, and who are interested in an association with 
Hillsdale. As a relationship forms with a group, Hillsdale will assist in creating and implementing 
the school’s academic program. Drawing upon the experience of our College’s faculty members 
who have led classical schools, and an education department uniquely devoted to classical 
liberal arts learning, these new schools will promote a liberal and civic education in America’s 
public schools.” 
 
Intended Location 
The School will be located in the Phelps/Clifton Springs (Midlakes) School District with two 
buildings currently being considered: 
 

1. Former Clifton Springs K-12 school building: 22 Teft Road, Clifton Springs, NY.  90,000 
square feet.  This building was purchased in Dec of 2008 by Wellspring Church which 
currently only utilizes about 1/10 of the school’s classroom capacity and the auditorium 
for their Sunday chapel services and special events.  Dr. Les Moore, the pastor of the 
church, is very interested in pursuing a partnership to bring Finger Lakes Academy into 
this building and to the community.  He has signed our contingency agreement (letter 
of intent to lease) to commit to the church’s intent to ensure FLA can utilize the space 
once the charter is granted. The approximately 22 classrooms need approximately 
$2000 worth of work each – including scraping, painting, and new carpet. All asbestos 
and lead paint matters were remedied while the school was in operation.  The owners 
are currently renovating their gym (double size) and the auditorium could be used as a 
multi-purpose room – for performances, music instruction, and meetings.  The 
auditorium is very large, with table and chair seating in addition to mezzanine seating, 
and has a pleasing ambiance.  The school property also includes a playground as well as 
several acres of adjacent land which could be used for sports fields.  
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2. Former Phelps K-8 school building: 8 Banta Street, Phelps, NY.  52,000 square feet.  
Before the Phelps school merged into the new Midlakes School complex, this was the 
Phelps K-8 school building.  Now, it is the Phelps Community Center which is owned by 
the Village of Phelps (municipality) with various classrooms leased out as office space 
for small businesses.  The Phelps Public Library is housed here and they also have a large 
gym and cafeteria.  Initial discussions with the village indicate a possible lease rate of 
$3-$3.50 per square foot. This facility has a before and after school program, and 
various after school sports programs and classrooms currently available. The wing 
where we would be situated is approximately 4,000 square feet. The property here is 
situated on approximately 17 acres of land. Currently, the Village and the PCC Director 
are reviewing our contingency agreement (letter of intent to lease) to determine the 
feasibility of housing the school in addition to their current tenants, as there may be 
some usage and space concerns. 

 
Both of the above locations are strategically positioned in the heart of the Finger Lakes area 
with easy access to and from some high educational concern areas, further outlined in our 
forthcoming proposal.  We requested to be sited in the actual school district’s middle school 
but they have since occupied the available space with BOCES and other school programs.  
 
Applicant Group Information 
Our founding group is comprised of three parents (one is a former educator and community 
leader, one is a business owner, and the other is a high school coach and sales professional), a 
retired educator, a charter school executive, an attorney, and a CEO of a business advisory firm. 
We are currently interviewing a banking and finance professional who has recently expressed 
interest in becoming a Trustee, and will provide her information in the full application if this 
comes to fruition.  Please see the Table 1 attachment detailing each proposed Trustee’s 
credentials.   
 
In 2014, our applicant group applied in the first round of submissions through SUNY/CSI. We 
decided to withdraw our application after receiving feedback in areas where we needed to 
provide more detail. Since that time, we have added board members with charter school and 
CEO experience and are now equipped to move forward ensuring successful charter operations. 
Public inquiries about FLA may be made by calling or emailing Donna Bennett at (585)298-0116 
or donnambennett@att.net.  
 
In summary, Finger Lakes Academy: A Classical Charter School is uniquely positioned to serve 
nine school districts with an academic program geared towards the broad-scoped success for all 
students.  We look forward to the next step of submitting our founding group’s comprehensive 
proposal to the Board of Regents and opening our school in 2016.  
 
Sincerely, 
 
Donna Bennett – Applicant, parent, community leader, and former teacher 
222 North Main Street, Canandaigua, NY 14424   (585)298-0116  Donnambennett@att.net 

mailto:donnambennett@att.net
mailto:Donnambennett@att.net


NAME OF APPLICANT GROUP 

MEMBER

EMAIL ADDRESS CURRENT EMPLOYMENT

Donna Bennett Marketing Professional

Marlaina Palmeri Charter School Board 

Advisor and Educational 

Consultant

Timothy Rice CEO-Business 

Relations/Advisory Firm

Robert Mechur Retired Lawyer

Frank Tischer Retired Teacher

Terry Lucero Sales and Management 

Professional

Adam Sanford Successful Local Business 

Owner

*Minimum of 5 members must be designated as Trustees

TABLE 1: APPLICANT GROUP INFORMATION



RELEVANT EXPERIENCE, 

SKILLS, AND ROLE ON 

APPLICANT GROUP (Key 

Words)

PROPOSED ROLE (if any) 

(Trustee, Employee, 

Consultant, or None 

Continuing Role)

PROPOSED POSITION ON THE 

BOARD (e.g., officer, trustee, 

or constituent 

representative)

LENGTH OF 

INITIAL TERM

VOTING 

MEMBER 

(YES OR NO)

Former Teacher, 

Marketing, Lead 

Applicant

None-Continuing Role as 

Trustee

Chairman 5 years Yes

Charter School 

Executive,  Charter 

School Superintendent, 

Licensed NYS 

Administrator, Former 

Principal, Former 

Teacher, (Board 

Advisor/Finance)

Consultant Trustee 2 years Yes

Public/Private 

partnerships, 

Investment Strategies, 

Operational Finance

None-Continuing Role as 

Trustee

Trustee 4 years Yes

Legal Advisor None-Continuing Role as 

Trustee

Trustee 3 years Yes

Retired Social 

Studies/Reading 

Teacher. Founding 

Board Member

None-Continuing Role as 

Trustee

Trustee 2 Years Yes

Licensed NYS High 

School Coach - 

Wrestling, Track and 

Football

None - Continuing Role as 

Trustee

Trustee 2 Years Yes

Management and Parent 

Representative

None- Continuing Role as 

Trustee

Trustee 3 years Yes

*Minimum of 5 members must be designated as Trustees

TABLE 1: APPLICANT GROUP INFORMATION
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