
History
When the Challenge Foundation (CF) was first organized 
in 1988, the name was chosen to signify that we hoped 
to use our grants to challenge or leverage other efforts 
to accomplish activities that we identified as being  
worthy. The primary source of funds for the foundation 
originated from an LBO (leveraged buyout) of the 
mid-1980s. We hoped in a similar fashion to leverage 
charitable activities. We gradually morphed into having a 
primary interest in the K–12 school choice movement.

Since the origin of charter schools in 1992, the CF has 
taken a free-market approach to finding individual  
charter schools that have tried to deliver a quality  
education to K–12 schools. We looked for schools that 
have taken all kinds of approaches in their attempts to 
bring competition to the public school market.  

As of the end of 2007 we have supported 
and monitored the performance of 187 
individual charter schools in 22 states. We 
believe at this time there are over 4100 
total charter schools, serving more that 1.2 
million students in 41 states.
At the same time we have supported the efforts to 
bring the voucher option to parents who are looking 
for other options for their children. In cooperation 
with the Children’s Scholarship Fund, we sponsored 
a private voucher program in Portland, Oregon, that 
randomly awarded vouchers to 550 low-income kids 
from a pool of over 5000 applicants. Those vouchers  
enabled the parents to send their kids to private 
schools of their choice for a 4–8 year period. The same 
program on a national basis provided over 96,000  
privately supported vouchers from an applicant pool 
of over 1.25 million children. At the end of 2007 we 
believe there are 21 publicly supported voucher and 
tax credit programs operating in 13 states and  
Washington, D.C., serving over 185,000 students. 
There has been a Supreme Court ruling supporting  
the use of public vouchers going to parents to enroll 
their children in any private school.

To further demonstrate the demand for choice in K–12 
schools, there are currently over 6 million children in 
private schools, and an estimated 1–2 million children 
being home schooled. Both of these categories are being 
fully funded by the parents. Over 650,000 families claim 
personal tax credits to offset educational expenses for 
private or home schools. These numbers compare to just 
under 50 million kids who are currently enrolled in the  
K–12 public school system. Even some of these parents 
exercise their right to choose by selecting the school 
district in which they live.

During this same time period, we have made other  
substantial grants to leverage the work of those whom 
we have identified as being supportive of the school 
choice movement.

In 2004 we came to believe that we had identified 
some common elements that helped to make a  
charter school effective. We decided to take the step  
of incorporating these elements into one concept, and 
to lend much more extensive support to new or  
existing charter schools that were willing to embrace 
our approach. We call these schools Challenge  
Foundation Academies (CFAs).

Our initial thinking was that we could support each 
of these schools for a 3-year period with a grant of 
$100,000 per year for operating money only. We took 
the position that after 3 years each school should 
expect to financially support itself based only on the 
charter funds (which are in the range of 75%–80% of 
the local public school support for operating expenses 
only) and any additional funds they might raise on 
their own initiative. We required each school to agree 
to an academic, business, and governance program that 
we defined based on our previous grant history. We 
asked for two board members (out of a total of 7–11) 
specified by the CF, and expected our board members 
to serve for a period of 5–7 years. We agreed to provide 
needed assistance in all start-up activities. After that 
5–7 year period the school would become self-sustaining, 
allowing the CF members to leave the board.


















