
Charter School Facility Basics and 
Virtual Tour of Five Charter Schools in 
Los Angeles 

What is all this, and why are we doing it?  Charter school leaders and boards 
of directors frequently ask ExED for short and clear answers to several 
questions related to leasing, buying, renovating and/or constructing new 
charter school facilities .  In this presentation we cover these questions, and 
present pictures and videos – a “virtual tour” - of a few charter school facilities 
that ExED has financed in whole or part over the past 10 years . 
  

We first address the basic questions, and then “tour” the following charter 
school facilities: 
  

1. Watts Learning Center Elementary School 
2. Los Feliz Charter School of the Arts 
3. Camino Nuevo Charter Academy’s Jane B. Eisner School 
4. Equitas Academy Elementary School 
5. Alliance for College Ready Public School’s Ouchi HS and O’Donovan MS 

  

You can “whiz through” this entire presentation in about 10 minutes, or take 
more time and send us questions that pertain to your specific facility needs.   
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When seeking to purchase or 
develop a new facility for their 
school, charter school leaders and 
board of directors need to know: 

1. What can the school afford to pay for its 
facilities? 

2. What size facility does the school need? 
3. What land use and building codes apply 

to charter schools? 
4. What financing sources are available for 

charter school facility projects? 
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1.  What can the school afford to pay 
      for its facilities? 
 

When purchasing and/or developing a school site, the “rule of 
thumb” is that charters can afford to pay only about $20,000 per 
seat inclusive of all project costs.  A 500 seat school should not 
cost more than $10 MM. 
  

A charter school can afford to pay up to $1,100 per student per 
year for facility debt service and/or lease costs, or about 12% of 
its annual budget.  For a 500 seat school, this translates to 
$550,000 per year, or $45,833 per month. 
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2.  What size facility does the school 
      need? 
 
ExED advises that charter schools “need” to include 75 square 
feet of building space per student.    
   

For example a 500 seat school needs 37,500 square  of total 
building space – including all classrooms, hallways, bathrooms, 
multi-purpose rooms, offices, storage and maintenance areas.   
  

At the $1,100 per student per year affordable facility cost 
described earlier, this equates to $1.22 per square foot per 
month, or $14.67 per square foot per year. 
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3.   What land use and building codes 
apply to charter schools? 

Land Use: 
  

Charter schools are allowed to operate “by right” in R4, R5, 
CR2, C2, C4 and C5 zones.  These are residential zones that 
allow apartments, and most commercial zones.  A 
Conditional Use Permit (CUP) must be obtained if the site is 
not in one of these zones. 
  

A charter school seeking to occupy a facility with a CUP 
issued to a different user  will be required to apply for an 
amended, or new CUP if they plan to serve a different grade 
level and/or number of students than the original approval 
specified. 
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3.   What land use and building codes 
apply to charter schools? 
(continued) 

Building Codes: 
  

Charter schools must secure an E-1 Occupancy Permit issued by 
the local building department for a privately owned site, and 
then submit this to the chartering district for approval prior to 
being eligible to receive government revenue payments for 
students enrolled at the school site.  The E-1 Occupancy Permit 
specifies both the maximum number and the grade level of the 
of students allowed on the site. 
  

Regulations pertaining to E-1 Occupancy Permits are designed to 
insure the safety of students and staff, and include compliance 
with current earthquake codes, required widths for hallways, 
doors and stairwells; and automatic fire sprinkler systems and 
alarms, and accessibility features for disabled persons.  
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4.   What financing sources are 
available for charter school facility 
development projects? 

Grants and Fundraising 

Charter schools need to raise at least 10% of the total project cost 
from philanthropic sources or fundraising activities, as lenders 
want to see that charter operators have some equity to offer 
before agreeing to make a loan for a charter school facility.  
 

Government grants for facilities are available to new charters for 
start-up costs like rent and utilities in the first year of operation. 
  

Private grants for facilities are often made as “the last money in” 
on facility financings – meaning the bulk of the financing needs to 
be committed, and a foundation is asked to fund the gap 
between available loans and the total project cost.  
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4.   What financing sources are 
available for charter school facility 
projects? (continued) 

  Short-term unsecured loans 
  

ExED administers a Walton Family Foundation Program Related 
Investment (PRI) loan fund used to make low-interest loans to 
non-CMO charter schools in Los Angeles that serve very low 
income communities, and have a track record of producing 
excellent academic results for their students.  These loans are 
specifically to help pay for essential improvements to leased 
facilities that will result in the school securing an E-1 Occupancy 
Permit when no other source of funds for this work is available, 
and/or to assist schools with their down payment requirements 
for facilities they are purchasing.  The maximum loan term for 
the PRI funds is 7 years.  Interest rates range from 1.5% to 4.5%.    
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4.   What financing sources are 
available for charter school facility 
projects? (continued) 

Mini-Perm Secured Loans: New Market Tax Credit Financing    

Charter schools with two years of successful operational 
experience with a facility project located in a severely distressed 
census tract (as defined by the US Treasury Dept.) may qualify for 
New Market Tax Credit (NMTC) financing. The NMTC program 
provides commercial lenders with a 39% tax credit in exchange for 
making an equity investment (usually for about 30% of total 
project costs) at 0% interest over a 7 year period.  Low interest 
loans from CDFI lenders, paired with NMTC equity investments, 
provide the lowest cost financing available to charter schools. 
Blended interest rates in the 4-6% range result.  ExED has used 
$146 million from four NMTC allocations to assemble and provide 
financing for 26 charter school facilities.  

 

 

 

Bond financing 

Schools with at least two years of successful operational 
experience may qualify for 30-40 year bond financing of up to 
100% of the total cost of the project.  The minimum bond sale 
size is generally $5 million.  Bond issuance costs are relatively 
high (at least $500,000), and bond underwriting is very 
detailed, but bond financing – when bond interest rates are in 
the 5-7% range – can provide the longest term financing 
available in the lending market. 
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4.   What financing sources are 
available for charter school facility 
projects? (continued) 

Mini-Perm Secured Loans: New Market Tax Credit Financing – 
the Refinancing Stage 
  

While NMTC financings must be refinanced at the end of the 7 
year loan term, in most cases the equity investor forgives the 
equity loan, and this effectively gives the charter school about 
28% equity in the project (after exit fees) – thus making 
refinancing both attractive to new lenders and affordable to the 
schools.   
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4.   What financing sources are 
available for charter school facility 

projects? (continued) 

Mini-Perm secured loans 

Schools with at least two years of successful operational experience 
(and clean audits), may qualify for below-market interest rate loans, 
for 3 to 7 year terms, from Community Development Financial 
Institutions (CDFI’s).  Several CDFI’s that serve the Los Angeles area:  

1.  NCB Capital Impact (NCBCI) 

2.  Local Initiatives Support Corporation (LISC) 

3.  Low Income Investment Fund (LIIF) 

4.  Nonprofit Finance Fund (NFF) 

5.  Clearinghouse CDFI 
  

CDFI loans are generally amortized over 12 to 20 years, provide up 
to 90% financing. 
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4.   What financing sources are 
available for charter school facility 
projects? (continued) 

Long-Term Secured Loans - Bond financing 
  

Schools with at least two years of successful operational 
experience (and clean audits) may qualify for 30-40 year loans 
financed through the sale of bonds, for to 100% of the total cost 
of the project.  The minimum size for a bond sale is generally $5 
million.  Bond issuance costs are relatively high (at least 
$500,000), and bond underwriting is very detailed, but bond 
financing – when bond interest rates are in the 5-7% range – can 
provide the longest term financing available for charter school 
facilities. 
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Case Studies: 

1. Watts Learning Center Elementary School 
  310 W. 95th St., Los Angeles, CA  90003  

  360 Seats – Grades K-5 

  Acquisition and Development financed with school equity, philanthropy, 

  and ExED New Market Tax Credits  

  

 Project cost   $7,499,880 

 NMTC loans                  $5,000,000   (66%)  

 Interest rate                                4.5%   

 Per seat development cost       $      20,833 

 Annual per pupil rent  $            974 

 SB 740 adjustment  $            730 

 Adj. annual per pupil rent $            254 
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Watts Learning Center 

Elementary School 
  310 W. 95th St., Los Angeles, CA  90003  

Before 

The Watts Learning Center significantly outperforms all traditional elementary and 
magnet schools in South LA, and is renowned for providing a superb, well-rounded and 
internationally-based education, including summer field trips to Africa for its older 
students.  In 2013, this school’s API score was 840. 
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Watts Learning Center 

Elementary School 
 After 

This $7.5 MM project included the purchase of a church site with 5 existing classrooms 
that the school had leased for several years, and new construction of a 11,460 sq. ft. 
building with 9 classrooms.   
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Case Studies: 

2. Los Feliz Charter School for the Arts 
  2709 Media Center Drive, Los Angeles, CA 90065  
  525 Seats – Grades K-5 
  

This school occupies a leased building in a commercial office park complex that was 
previously occupied by an advertising company.  A Conditional Use Permit was 
obtained, and improvements were made at the tenant’s expense, with an allowance 
from the property owner, to convert the building for use as a school. 
  
Annual Lease Cost  $   545,215       * Increases annually 
Annual per pupil rent  $        1,039 
 SB 740 adjustment                  $           513 
 Adj. annual per pupil rent            $           526 
ExED Tenant Improvement  
  Loan (5 Yrs @ 1.5% interest) $   500,000  
Per seat Annual TI loan Cost        $           190 
Total adj. annual per pupil 
  Facility Cost    $           716 
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Los Feliz Charter School 

for the Arts 
2709 Media Center Drive, Los Angeles, CA 90065  

 

 

 

This school is located in an office park in the Glassell Park area of Los Angeles.  The site is 
adjacent to the LA River and the MetroLink right of way; and immediately east of the 
Route 2 – Glendale Freeway, and south of San Fernando Road.    
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Case Studies: 

3. Camino Nuevo Charter Academy’s Jane B. Eisner School 
 

  2755 W. 15th St., Los Angeles, CA  90006   
  270 Seats – Grades 6-8 
  

The land and “as is” improvements were a gift from a non-profit that 
previously owned the site.  The improvements required to convert the 
building to a school were financed with ExED New  Market Tax Credits,  
Historic Tax Credits purchased by US Bank, and private loans and 
philanthropy.  
  

 Donated site value                        $3,466,404 
 Project cost      $7,134,500  
 NMTC loans      $6,910,000   (97%)  
 Interest rate                 2.86%   
 Per seat development cost          $     26,424 
 Annual per pupil rent    $        1,416 
 SB 740 adjustment    $            750 
 Adj. annual per pupil rent   $            666 
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Camino Nuevo Charter Academy’s  
Jane B. Eisner School 

2755 W. 15th St., Los Angeles, CA  90006 
Before 

The Jane B. Eisner Middle School supports the Camino Nuevo Charter Academy’s mission 
by being a “place-based”, “experimental learning” environment.   
 
Closely tied to its Byzantine-Latino neighborhood just West of Downtown Los Angeles, 
the school is a rehabilitation of a vehicle maintenance facility originally built for the 
Pacific Bell Telephone and Telegraph Company, circa 1922, which is registered as a City of 
Los Angeles Historic - Cultural Monument for its Spanish Mission style garage with 
Churriqueresque (Spanish Baroque style) stucco decoration details. 
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Camino Nuevo Charter Academy’s  
Jane B. Eisner School 

 After 

The exterior of the landmark building has been restored while the interior has been 
subdivided into 9 classrooms, labs, support spaces, and a multipurpose space shared 
with the community.  The original wood and brick structure and new seismic structural 
elements are exposed in high, vaulted spaces.  Numerous skylights fill these vaulted 
spaces with daylight.  Exposed mechanical equipment and structure give the school a 
lively, robust loft-like character.  The site includes a play yard, parking and an historic 
house, now used for art programs. 
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Camino Nuevo Charter Academy’s  
Jane B. Eisner School 
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Camino Nuevo Charter Academy’s  
Jane B. Eisner School 
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Camino Nuevo Charter Academy’s  
Jane B. Eisner School 
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Camino Nuevo Charter Academy’s  
Jane B. Eisner School 
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Case Studies: 
4. Equitas Academy Charter School 

 

  1700 W. Pico Blvd., Los Angeles, CA  90015 
  450 Seats – Grades K-5 
  
This school occupies former warehouse building that was leased, gutted and 
completely renovated by Pacific Charter School Development, who subleases the 
completed facility to the school.   The tenant improvements were financed with 
$4.692 MM ExED New Market Tax Credits at 5.47% interest only. 
  

Annual Lease Cost    $   432,844  
* Incl. lease and NMTC TI loan costs 

Annual per pupil rent     $           961 
 SB 740 adjustment                  $           682 
 Adj. annual per pupil rent         $           279 
ExED Sublease Guarantee Loan   $    106,875 
 (40 mo @ 1.5% interest) 

Annual Sub Guarantee Loan cost per pupil $            73 
Total adj. annual per pupil Facility Cost   $          352 
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Equitas Academy Charter School 
1700 W. Pico Blvd., Los Angeles, CA  90015 
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Equitas Academy Charter School 
 

Interior Main Corridor 

Bathroom (example) 
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Case Studies: 

5. Alliance for College Ready Public Schools:  
          Ouchi HS and O’Donovan Middle Academy 

 

      5356 S. 5th St., and 5355 S. 4th St., 90043 
      900 Seats – Grades 6-12 
  

These schools were developed by the Alliance for College Ready Public 
Schools and financed with donor gifts and ExED New Market Tax Credits. 
  

Project cost   $17,205,300 
NMTC loans                   $10,684,874  (62%)  
Interest only rate                                5.92%   
Per seat development cost         $        19,117 
Annual NMTC Debt Service/  
   Lease Cost to the Schools $  1,071,296 
Annual per pupil rent   $         1,190 
 SB 740 adjustment                  $            750 
 Adj. annual per pupil rent            $            440 
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Alliance for College Ready Public Schools 
Ouchi HS and O’Donovan Middle Academy  
5356 S. 5th St., and 5355 S. 4th St., 90043 
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