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PREFACE

In 1992, California became the second state to enact legislation that
created charter schools.  Charter schools are publicly funded schools
that have the flexibility to operate outside normal district control.
These schools are designed to provide greater educational choice to
families, reduce bureaucratic constraints on educators, and provide
competitive pressure to induce improvement in conventional public
schools while remaining publicly accountable.  In total, 38 states plus
the District of Columbia and Puerto Rico have charter school laws
with over 575,000 students attending nearly 2,700 charter schools.1

With the popularization of charter schools have come questions of
their effectiveness.

In California, an objective evaluation of charter schools was man-
dated through Chapter 767, Statutes of 1996 (AB 2135, Mazzoni),
which required California’s “Legislative Analyst’s Office (LAO) to
contract out for an interim evaluation of effectiveness.”  In response
to this legislative mandate, SRI International, Inc., released its Evalu-
ation of Charter School Effectiveness in December 1997.  Later, Chap-
ter 34, Statutes of 1998 (AB 544, Lempert), made significant changes
to the charter school legislation and required that the LAO contract
out for a second evaluation.  Finally, Chapter 673, Statutes of 1998
(AB 2471, Mazzoni) modified the directive so that the LAO and ob-
jective evaluators will each make a report with recommendations to
the legislature and the governor by July 1, 2003.

______________ 
1Three states have charter school laws but no charter schools as of 2002–03 (Center for
Education Reform, 2003).
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In the behest of the LAO, RAND has completed a comprehensive
study of California’s charter schools.  The study uses primary data,
including surveys and case studies, as well as secondary data on stu-
dents and schools to evaluate operational and performance differ-
ences between charter and conventional public schools.  The find-
ings have important implications not only for California charter and
conventional public schools but for charter and conventional public
schools nationally and should be of interest to policymakers, educa-
tors, and researchers interested in education.

This study fits into a larger body of research conducted by RAND Ed-
ucation on school reform, assessment and accountability, and teach-
ers and teaching.
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SUMMARY

BACKGROUND AND PURPOSE

California adopted the charter school concept early and now has the
largest population of charter school students in the nation.  In spite
of this popularity and growth, not much is known about the effec-
tiveness of charter schools in terms of accessibility, achievement,
governance, and operation.  The California legislature asked RAND
to analyze an array of issues that can be condensed into the following
four research questions:

1. What population of students attend charter schools?

2. Is student achievement higher in charter schools than in conven-
tional public schools?

3. What oversight and support do the chartering authorities provide?

4. How do charter schools differ from conventional public schools in
terms of their operation including finances, academic environ-
ment, and staffing?

WHERE WE GOT OUR INFORMATION

We drew our data from primary and secondary sources.  The primary
data consisted of surveys of principals in all charter schools, a demo-
graphically matched subset of conventional public schools, and a
survey of chartering authorities.  We also carried out detailed case
studies at nine charter schools and all but one of their chartering
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authorities.  Secondary data came from a number of datasets includ-
ing the Comprehensive Basic Education Data System (CBEDS), Pro-
fessional Assignment Information Forms (PAIF), the Academic Per-
formance Index (API), and state- and districtwide student-level data.
The CBEDS data provided information on school-level staffing and
student characteristics.  PAIF data provided teacher qualifications,
demographics, and assignments for most teachers in California.  The
API, state- and districtwide student-level data provided test scores
and demographic data on charter and conventional public schools.
We measured key features of schools and students, compared these
features across different types of schools, and assessed educational
progress over the past several years.

Using these data, we address the questions listed above.  However,
our study has some important limitations.  Because of budget and
time constraints, we were not able to survey parents or teachers.
Therefore, we are unable to draw strong inferences about parental
satisfaction or instructional or curriculum practices.  Despite these
limitations, this study provides a comprehensive research of Cali-
fornia charter schools.

WHAT WE FOUND OUT

Charter schools are not homogeneous.  They vary along a number of
dimensions:  Thus, there is no single charter school effect.  These
differences affect accessibility, achievement, operation, and gover-
nance as our outline below suggests.

Accessibility

To examine student representation in charter schools, we compared
the characteristics of the student population served by the charter
school sector to that served by conventional public schools within
districts that have charter schools.  In addition, we examined inte-
gration in charter schools by assessing the extent to which charter
schools enroll student populations that reflect the enrollments of
their local school districts.

Relative to conventional schools and controlling for the heterogene-
ity within school districts, charter school students are more likely to
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be black and less likely to be Hispanic or Asian but no more or less
likely to be white.  However, the racial mix of students varies by char-
ter school type.  We also compared the integration of charter schools
to that in conventional schools.  For blacks, conventional schools are
somewhat more likely than charter schools to deviate from the dis-
trict.  For whites and Hispanics, conventional public schools are
slightly less likely to deviate and for Asians conventional schools are
very slightly more likely to deviate.  However, the difference between
groups tends to be small.

Achievement

One main objective of charter school legislation is to “improve stu-
dent learning” (Education Code 47601).  Although this objective
seems straightforward, it can have two alternative interpretations:
(1) Charter schools should improve the learning of their pupils over
time and (2) charter schools should outperform conventional public
schools.  In our study, we evaluated the performance of charter
school students relative to conventional public school students be-
cause this was deemed the question of greater interest to policymak-
ers.  We also evaluated the various types of charter schools relative to
conventional schools because this too seems a question of interest to
policymakers.  Thus, our student achievement assessment addresses
two questions:

1. How does the academic performance of students in charter
schools compare with that of comparable students in conven-
tional public schools?

2. How does academic performance vary across students attending
different types of charter schools?  Do students in start-up schools
perform better or worse than those in conversion schools?  Are
students in charter schools with nonclassroom-based instruction
performing at achievement levels above or below those in schools
that offer instruction in a classroom setting?

To answer these questions, we used statewide school-level and state-
and districtwide student-level data.  Below, we highlight the results
from the analysis of each dataset.
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California’s API is a composite accountability measure of academic
performance for each school.  We compared the year-to-year
changes in API for charter and conventional public schools while ac-
counting for changes in the characteristics of students attending
each school.  We found no statistically significant difference in test
scores between charter and conventional public schools.  However,
the aggregation of a composite score at the school level masks varia-
tions in important characteristics within schools and distorts link-
ages between student characteristics and student outcomes.

To estimate the charter school effect more precisely (i.e., to provide
more precise controls for the variation of student characteristics
within a school), we used student-level data provided by the state of
California for all students attending both conventional and charter
schools for 1997–98 through 2001–02.  The data include a student’s
math and reading test scores, ethnicity, English Learner status, eli-
gibility for free or reduced-price lunches, and parental education.
The data link a student’s test score with demographic information
and allow a more precise assessment of how these factors affect
school-level outcomes.  The individual-level data, however, do not
provide a student-level identifier to track year-to-year changes in a
student’s test scores, which reduces the ability to control for unob-
servable differences among individual students.

Using these data, our analysis suggests that charter schools generally
have comparable or slightly lower test scores than do conventional
public schools.  Achievement, however, varies by type of charter
school.  Conversion schools that deliver their instruction in class-
rooms had mixed results, with some scoring the same, higher, or
lower than conventional public schools.  Start-up schools using
classroom instruction had slightly higher test scores in everything
but elementary math, where the scores are slightly lower.  Conver-
sion or start-up schools that deliver at least a portion of their in-
struction outside the classroom, also referred to as nonclassroom-
based schools, had lower test scores across the board.  However, it
should be noted that students in nonclassroom-based schools may
differ in unique ways from students in conventional public schools
that are not captured by our control variables.  For instance, if stu-
dents in nonclassroom-based schools have been pulled out of con-
ventional public schools because of problems they have in tradi-
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tional settings, then conventional public school students who do not
have these problems do not make a good comparison group.

Although the above analysis has the advantage of providing more
precise controls for student characteristics, it does not allow for an
examination of individual gains, nor does it provide the ability to
track students as they move from conventional public schools to
charter schools and vice versa.  Our third approach examined
achievement effects by analyzing longitudinally linked student-level
data collected at the district level.  By tracking students over time, the
analysis adjusts for unmeasured student factors that may affect stu-
dent performance.  This analysis assessed the performance of charter
students relative to that of conventional public school students.  Be-
cause we had limited time and budget and because charter schools
are spread over hundreds of school districts across the state, we col-
lected data from six districts (Chula Vista Elementary, Fresno Uni-
fied, Los Angeles Unified, Napa Valley Unified, San Diego City Uni-
fied, and West Covina Unified)2 with a prominent share of charter
students.  The data were pooled across these districts to perform our
analysis.

As with the first and second approaches, the third controls for stu-
dent characteristics.  However, unlike the first two approaches, the
third approach has a mechanism to control for unmeasured student
factors that affect student performance.  Thus, it provides the best
estimate of a collective charter school effect.  Our analysis does not
allow an examination of the different types of charter schools in each
district because not every district has each type of charter school.

Charter school students tended to do slightly worse than comparable
students in math in both elementary and secondary conventional
public schools.  In reading, secondary charter school students scored
slightly higher than comparable students in conventional public
schools, and charter status had no statistically significant effect on
elementary reading scores.  Even the statistically significant differ-
ence in achievement by charter status was less than 1 percentile
point, however, so the main finding of the analysis is that charters
are keeping pace with conventional public schools.

______________ 
2We approached districts with the largest share of charter school students.
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Summarizing across the three methods, we generally found compa-
rable scores for charter schools relative to conventional schools.
Only when charter schools were broken down by charter type did
significant differences appear.  Most strikingly, we found that non-
classroom-based charter schools performed significantly lower than
conventional public schools, and classroom-based conversion
schools and start-up schools performed slightly higher than conven-
tional public schools in elementary reading, and start-up schools
performed better than conventional public schools in secondary
reading and math. Again, we highlight that our analysis may not
capture the uniqueness of these students and may bias our results.

AUTHORIZATION, GOVERNANCE, AND OVERSIGHT

Over the last few years, the governance of charter schools has re-
ceived increasing public attention.  Policymakers are concerned that
charter schools are not receiving enough support or scrutiny both
before and after they become charter schools.  To analyze the rela-
tionship with chartering authorities, we used responses from surveys
of chartering authorities, charter schools, and a matched sample of
conventional public schools, coupled with information gleaned from
case studies of charter schools.

Our analysis of chartering authority surveys shows that of the three
types of chartering authorities (school districts, county boards of
education, and state board of education) most charter schools are
authorized by school districts, and most districts have authorized
only one school.  However, to be chartered, schools must first submit
petitions to chartering authorities.  Of the petitions submitted, few
are formally denied, and once authorized, only a handful of charters
have been revoked or schools closed.

From the surveys of charter and matched conventional public
schools, our analysis shows that charter schools report greater con-
trol than conventional public schools over decisionmaking ; however,
within charter schools, differences exist.  Those classified as
“dependent” reported being governed much more like conventional
public schools than did those classified as “independent.”



Summary xxv

Operation

The charter law is intended to give charter schools greater freedom
over school operations.  To assess operational freedom, we examined
four categories: finances and facilities, academic environment,
staffing, and special education services.  For each category, we high-
light major findings from our survey of chartering authorities, charter
schools, and a matched sample of conventional public schools.

Charter schools, particularly start-up schools, reported using fewer
resources per student than do conventional schools.  In part, this
may occur because charter schools have significantly lower partici-
pation in categorical aid programs, which bring additional resources
into the schools.  However, if charter schools are achieving the same
results with fewer resources, they may prove to be cost-effective.

Differences between charter and conventional schools also appeared
when we examined academic environment.  For example, principals
of charter schools reported having more instructional hours in non-
core subjects such as fine arts and foreign languages at the elemen-
tary level.  Charter schools were less likely than matched conven-
tional public schools to offer some types of programs (e.g., gifted and
talented education or summer school).

Examining staffing, we found that charter school principals were less
experienced and less likely than principals in conventional public
schools to have teaching credentials.  Charter school principals re-
ported that teachers have higher rates of teacher participation in in-
formal professional development such as mentoring and shadowing
programs.

Finally, only in start-up schools did we find a smaller proportion of
special education students.  Start-up schools are more likely to serve
special education students via mainstream instruction (i.e., to serve
students in general education classrooms).

Together, these results do suggest some operational differences
among types of charter and conventional public schools, and it is in-
teresting to note that despite these operational differences, our anal-
ysis generally shows similar student outcomes.  Most noteworthy,
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charter schools are achieving comparable test scores despite a lower
reported level of revenue.

WHAT WE RECOMMEND

Charter schools face many challenges ranging from locating facilities
to paying start-up costs to meeting the needs of special education
students, all while receiving fewer resources than conventional
schools.  At the same time, they must preserve the independence
that lies at the heart of the charter school concept while responding
to legitimate demands for accountability.  Any recommendations on
how to improve charter schools must take these realities into ac-
count.  With that in mind, we recommend the following:

1. The legislative intent should be clearly and concisely outlined
within the Education Code to minimize misinterpretations of
goals and conflicting objectives.  Currently, many of the objectives
are vague or create conflicts among the objectives, offering a great
deal of interpretive latitude.  Defining the objectives more explic-
itly would give chartering authorities and charter schools a greater
understanding of their goals, enabling them to better develop ac-
countability systems that are aligned with the intent of the law.

2. The state should develop a statewide student-level data system
that can track the performance of individual students.  Such a
system would allow the performance of schools to be more pre-
cisely evaluated.

3. The state should require that fiscal information from charter
schools be collected and monitored by chartering authorities to
enhance fiscal oversight.  However, this needs to be done in a way
that does not generate a substantial amount of additional paper-
work and expense for charter schools. If necessary, support
should be provided for this activity.

4. The information collected from recommendations (1) and (2),
along with information collected through other possible mecha-
nisms, should be used by chartering authorities to identify poor
performing charter schools for targeted interventions and support
or possible closings.
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5. Part of the reason charter schools may not have the same financial
resources as conventional schools is that they do not fully partici-
pate in categorical aid programs.  According to our surveys, some
of these schools are “eligible, but not applying”; others “don’t
know whether they are eligible or not.”  Eligible schools that do
not apply for categorical aid funds may choose not to do so be-
cause of certain requirements that accompany the programs, in-
cluding requirements that conflict with the schools’ educational
philosophy.  Schools that do not know whether they are eligible
obviously lack the knowledge necessary to make an informed de-
cision.  To provide the best opportunity for the long-term success
of charter schools, the state should find mechanisms for providing
them with equivalent funding.  This may mean putting more
funds into block grants as opposed to individual categorical aid
programs, providing training and more accessible information to
charter school principals so that they know which programs they
are eligible for, and possibly providing alternative avenues by
which charter schools can join together or with school districts to
apply for and maintain individual programs.

6. Given the differences in special education identification rates and
service delivery modes between start-up schools and conversion
or conventional public schools, it is important that chartering
authorities ensure that special education is adequately funded in
these schools and that up-to-date resources are available to them.

7. In light of our findings on student achievement, additional re-
search on nonclassroom-based charter schools is needed, includ-
ing more information regarding the composition of students, the
nature of instruction, and the use of resources in these schools. In
addition, it is important to collect information regarding the na-
ture of oversight of these schools and to evaluate the implications
to nonclassroom-based schools of the funding cuts required by
recent legislation (SB 740).  At the behest of the LAO, we will ex-
tend this current analysis by examining these issues and will pro-
vide our results in a forthcoming report.
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Chapter One

INTRODUCTION
Ron Zimmer, Derrick Chau, and Brian Gill

BACKGROUND:  CHARTER SCHOOLS NATIONALLY AND IN
CALIFORNIA

Charter schools represent the fastest-growing segment of the move-
ment to promote parental choice in K–12 schooling.  Charter schools
are publicly funded schools of choice that operate autonomously,
outside the direct control of conventional school districts under the
authority of a quasi-contract, or “charter,” granted by a public body.
Supporters hope that charter schools will give new options to fami-
lies, will prove educationally effective by virtue of greater account-
ability to parents, will promote innovation by reducing red tape, and
will provide greater autonomy for decisionmaking at the school level
(Finn et al., 2000; Nathan, 1996, 1998).  Opponents argue that greater
choice may exacerbate current racial segregation and create fiscal
strains for states and school districts (Wells et al., 1998; Fisk and
Ladd, 2000; Lacireno-Paquet et al., 2002).  Despite this debate, char-
ter schools have grown rapidly since the first charter school opened
its doors in Minnesota in 1992.  Currently, over 2,700 charter schools
operate in 38 states plus the District of Columbia (Center for Educa-
tion Reform, 2003).

Nowhere is this growth more apparent than in California, which in
1992 became the second state to pass charter school legislation.
California now has more charter school students than any other state
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and ranks second only to Arizona in the number of charter schools.1

Shortly after charter school legislation was enacted in Minnesota,
lawmakers in California began considering establishing such schools.
Initially, two competing bills were proposed within the California
legislature, one by state senator Gary Hart and one by assembly-
woman Delaine Easton.  Hart’s provided the greatest flexibility for
schools (Wohlstetter et al., 2002).  Hart argued that charter schools
could foster greater local autonomy (Hart and Burr, 1996).  He envi-
sioned schools that would gain greater autonomy and parental
choice in exchange for public accountability through measurable
outcomes.  His bill allowed for the conversion of conventional public
schools to charter schools as well as the creation of new charter
schools.  The bill required that charter school developers have well-
defined educational programs and that they specify measurable out-
comes.  It is important to note that Hart’s bill exempted charter
schools from many of the requirements of the Education Code and
from collective bargaining. Finally, the bill set five-year renewable
terms for the charters.  Through it all, Hart tried to minimize the in-
fluence of interest groups in the bill.  In the end, the bill represented
a bold new initiative in California (Wohlstetter et al., 2002).

After much debate, Governor Pete Wilson signed an amended ver-
sion of Hart’s bill into law in 1992. The intent of the law is specified in
the Education Code (EC) 47601:

(a) Improve pupil learning;

(b) Increase learning opportunities for all pupils, with special em-
phasis on expanded learning experiences for pupils who are
identified as academically low achieving;

(c) Encourage the use of different and innovative teaching methods;

(d) Create new professional opportunities for teachers, including the
opportunity to be responsible for the learning program at the
school site;

______________ 
1According to the California Department of Education, in 2001–02, 349 charter schools
enrolled 2.2 percent of the state’s public school children.  Enrollment figures for the
2002–03 school year were not available at the time of publication (http://data1.
cde.ca.gov/dataquest).
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(e) Provide parents and pupils with expanded choices in the types of
educational opportunities that are available within the public
school system;

(f) Hold the schools established under this part accountable for
meeting measurable pupil outcomes, and provide the schools
with a method to change from rule-based to performance-based
accountability systems;

(g) Provide vigorous competition within the public school system to
stimulate continual improvements in all public schools.

Initial analysis suggested that relative to other states California had a
strong charter law (Bierlein, 1997; Hassel, 1999).  However, in recent
years, the original legislation has been modified in a variety of ways.
In some cases, these adjustments were made to allow greater growth
of charter schools; other changes occurred out of concern about the
appropriate provision of education and oversight.2  We describe the
more significant areas of legislative activity in California below.

• Cap on number of charter schools:  The original California charter
school legislation limited the number of schools to 100, with a
maximum of 10 charter schools per district.  However, the state
board of education used its authority to waive the cap in 1997
and approved 137 charter schools.  The legislation was modified
(AB 544) in 1998 to adjust to the demand for these schools, rais-
ing the cap to 250 plus an additional 100 new charter schools in
each subsequent year.  The maximum per district was also re-
moved.

• Chartering and appeals process:  The original charter school law
did not require that chartering authorities justify their denial of
charter petitions, and appeals of charter denials were cumber-
some, requiring the creation of ad hoc appeals panels of teachers
and district board members.  Pressure from the charter school
community led to amendments to the legislation in 1998 (AB
544) requiring that chartering authorities justify the denial of
charter petitions in writing and clarifying the appeals process.

______________ 
2For a detailed discussion of the development of California’s charter school legisla-
tion, see Hart and Burr (1996).
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These amendments formalized the appeals process when a local
school district denied a charter.  Denials could be appealed to
either the county or state board of education.  Amendments in
2002 (AB 1994) now require that those denied charters appeal to
their county board of education before appealing to the state
board.

• Teacher credentialing:  The 1992 legislation did not require that
teachers in charter schools hold a state teaching credential.
However, political pressure from teacher advocacy groups re-
sulted in the addition of a requirement during the 1998 revisions
to the legislation (AB 544) that teachers hold a credential.

• Nonclassroom-based schools:  Considerable legislative activity
has surrounded the oversight and funding of nonclassroom-
based charter schools, such as those offering independent study,
distance learning, and home study schools.  Concern over the
administrative oversight of these schools has led policymakers to
develop additional mechanisms to ensure that these schools
maintain their public accountability.  Additions to the legislation
in 2001 clarified the criteria for the apportionment of funding to
nonclassroom-based charter schools and gave authority over
funding these schools to the state board of education.

• Facilities:  The original legislation required that a school district
permit charter schools operating in its boundaries to occupy un-
used district facilities free of charge.  Start-up schools continued
to face acute challenges in acquiring sufficient funding for facili-
ties and in identifying adequate facilities.  Effective November
2003, amendments now require that school districts provide
furnished and equipped facilities for charter schools operating
within their boundaries, regardless of whether unused space is
available.

• Geographic boundaries:  The initial legislation permitted a school
district to authorize charter schools outside the district’s atten-
dance boundaries.  Recent state analyses and public scrutiny
have criticized the ability of such school districts to monitor
these types of charter schools.  Legislative amendments enacted
in 2002 now restrict charter schools from operating outside the
geographical jurisdiction of the district that authorizes them,
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unless arrangements are made with the district where the charter
school operates.

Currently, little is known about the effectiveness of the original legis-
lation or the above changes.  Below, we outline some of the previous
research on charter schools, including California charter schools.

WHAT WE KNOW FROM PRIOR RESEARCH

Currently, there are only a handful of national studies of charter
schools.  Most of them have analyzed the characteristics of charter
schools and charter laws across states (U.S. Department of Educa-
tion, 2000; Anderson et al., 2002).  Researchers have also evaluated
charter schools in individual states including Arizona, Texas, Michi-
gan, and Pennsylvania.  Many of these studies have focused on stu-
dent achievement and have produced mixed results.  Solomon et al.
(1999) found that students in charter schools in Arizona outper-
formed conventional public school students.  Gronberg and Jansen
(2001), evaluating charter schools in Texas, found that charter
schools that focus on at-risk students provided slightly more “value
added” than conventional public schools whereas charters focusing
on students not at risk provided slightly less value added than con-
ventional public schools.  On the other hand, Hanushek et al. (2002)
found no significant differences between charter schools and con-
ventional public schools in the long run.  Bettinger (2002) generally
found no significant differences between charter schools and con-
ventional public schools in Michigan.  Finally, Miron et al. (2002)
found that charter schools are gaining ground relative to comparable
conventional public schools in Pennsylvania. The inconsistency of
these results may be partially explained by varying charter laws
across states and suggests that analysis pertaining to one state may
have only indirect implications for other states.

Some of the first studies of charter schools in California focused on
autonomy, innovation, and parental involvement and found some
evidence that charter schools were operating as envisioned in the
legislation (Dianda and Corwin, 1994; Corwin and Flaherty, 1995).3

______________ 
3Over 15 studies have examined charters in various states.  Some of them have fo-
cused exclusively on student achievement; others have focused on other outcomes
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Later, the Little Hoover Commission (1996) studied the oversight of
approximately a quarter of the state’s charter schools and made rec-
ommendations (such as eliminating the cap on the number of char-
ter schools and clarifying state funding) that were eventually incor-
porated into the current charter law.

Subsequent studies addressed other issues.  In 1998, Amy Stuart
Wells examined charter schools in 10 California school districts and
concluded that these schools were not meeting many of the original
objectives of the legislation, including the mandate of being racially
representative of the district.  Also in 1998, the Los Angeles Unified
School District evaluated its 15 charter schools (Izu et al., 1998).  The
evaluation found that they were using their increased autonomy to
improve school administrative operations, which were linked to
some improvements in instruction and student performance.  More
recently, a study by the California State Auditor (2002) evaluated the
effectiveness of four chartering authorities.  Its main finding was that
greater monitoring and oversight of charter schools is necessary to
improve charter school accountability.  The only other state-man-
dated evaluation was an SRI study of California’s 124 charter schools
operating at the time (Powell et al., 1997).  This research addressed a
broad array of questions.  Among its important findings:  Charter
schools enrolled students with similar characteristics to students in
the state as a whole; charter schools have a relatively high level of
parental involvement; and many charter schools did not know
whether they were eligible for Title I funding, which led to lower par-
ticipation rates.

FOCUS OF THIS RESEARCH

Collectively, these studies provide valuable insights.  However, there
is much we do not know about the effectiveness of charter schools in
terms of accessibility, achievement, operation, and governance, par-
ticularly given the changes in legislation.  California’s Legislative
Analyst’s Office (LAO) asked RAND to undertake a comprehensive
study of California’s charter schools, with the aim of providing broad

_____________________________________________________________ 
such as the operation and autonomy of charter schools.  This quick literature review
includes studies that are most relevant for our current research with a special empha-
sis on California and states with a large number of charter schools.
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policy recommendations that would improve their functioning. For
the charter school movement to move forward nationally and in Cali-
fornia, it is important that questions of effectiveness be answered
through comprehensive and objective research.  Thus, the California
legislature mandated objective research that would analyze whether
charter schools are meeting the (a) through (g) objectives of EC 47601
as highlighted above (AB 2471, Mazzoni).4 The mandated research
on charter schools sets out a vast array of research questions that
largely fall into four research areas:  accessibility, effectiveness, gov-
ernance, and operation.  These areas are the focus of our current re-
search.  More specifically, we address the following research ques-
tions (RQs):

RQ1.  What population of students attend charter schools?  We ex-
amine the racial mix of students both at charter schools and at
conventional public schools to evaluate the relative integration
of charter schools.

RQ2.  Is student achievement higher in charter schools than in
conventional public schools?  We assess the achievement levels
and gains of students in charter schools and conventional public
schools while controlling for student characteristics. In addition,
because there is no single charter model, we evaluate the per-
formance of the various types of charter schools (e.g., conversion
versus start-up, classroom-based versus nonclassroom-based).

RQ3.  What oversight and support do the chartering authorities
provide?  Because charter schools are intended to operate inde-
pendent of many of the bureaucratic constraints of conventional
public schools, the effectiveness of their authorization, gover-
nance, and regulation are important issues.  In this report, we
study the chartering process along with the support and over-
sight provided by chartering authorities by examining the level of
control over decisionmaking reported by principals of both char-
ter and conventional public schools.

RQ4.  How do charter schools differ from conventional public
schools in terms of their operation including finances, staffing,
professional development, curriculum, and student discipline?

______________ 
4Chapter 673, Statutes of 1998.
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From the outset, advocates hoped that charter schools would
lead to innovations in public education.  Our report examines the
operation of charter schools by comparing survey responses of
charter and conventional public school principals.

These four research areas encompass most of the research questions
laid out in the legislation.  Additional questions mandated by the
legislation relate to the use of memoranda of understanding, fiscal li-
abilities, charter schools’ use of exemptions, dropout rates, and
parental satisfaction.  Although we address each of these questions in
our analysis, they are not the primary focus.

DATA SOURCES

To examine accessibility, student achievement, governance, and the
operation of charter and conventional public schools, we collected
both primary and secondary data.  The primary datasets include sur-
veys and case studies, whereas the secondary datasets include
school-level and student-level data provided by the California De-
partment of Education (CDE) and individual school districts.  The
following section describes each source.5

Primary Data

Surveys:  In the spring of 2002, we surveyed all California charter
schools, a matched sample of conventional public schools, and all
known California chartering authorities.  (To match the charter
schools, we used a propensity match methodology that matches
schools based on racial and socioeconomic characteristics.)6  The
charter school survey also included a one-page supplemental set of
fiscal questions.   These surveys asked charter schools and chartering
authorities about the charter petition process, oversight, governance,
finances, staffing, curriculum, and discipline.  Survey responses
served as the foundation for analyzing the operational differences
between charter and conventional public schools and for examining

______________ 
5For a more complete description of data, see Appendix A.
6See Appendix A for a detailed description of this approach.
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the oversight of charter schools.  Table 1.1 displays our response rate
for each of the surveys.7

For our analysis, the charter school, charter school supplemental,
and conventional public school surveys were weighted to adjust for
nonresponse.  The weighting is described in Appendix A.

Case Studies:  To enrich our understanding of our survey results and
to gather information that is difficult to capture in paper-and-pencil
surveys, we visited nine charter schools and interviewed all but one
of their chartering authorities.  These visits were conducted in Octo-
ber and November 2002.  Selection of charter schools for case studies
was designed to ensure that we included schools that differed on
three dimensions:  conversion versus start-up schools, schools serv-
ing high versus low proportions of minority students, and high-
achieving versus low-achieving schools.8  We also decided to focus
only on elementary schools so that we could gather similar informa-
tion across all schools.  In selecting schools from within each of these
categories, we also considered such secondary factors as geographi-
cal diversity and enrollment and such unique features as having a
state or county chartering authority, being operated by an Education
Management Organization, or having a unique instructional ap-
proach.9

Table 1.1

Response Rate

Survey Sample
No. of

Respondents
Response
Rate (%)

Charter school survey 352 257 73
Charter school supplemental survey 352 200 56
Conventional public school survey 245 184 75
Chartering authority survey 174 115 66

______________ 
7See Appendix A for information on the development of the surveys and samples.
8High-minority schools are defined as having at least 50 percent black and Hispanic
students; low-minority schools are defined as having less than 50 percent black and
Hispanic students.  High-achieving schools are defined as being in the highest 50th
percentile of Academic Performance Index (API) scores; low-achieving schools are de-
fined as being in the lowest 50th percentile of API scores.  Establishing the definitions
at the 50th percentile allows for binary classification of schools.
9For further information about the sample selection, see Appendix A.
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Secondary Data

Comprehensive Basic Education Data System (CBEDS):  C B E D S
contains information that CDE collects each October from school
districts, schools, and certified staff.  The CBEDS data include
staffing information (e.g., certification and salary ranges) and stu-
dent characteristics (e.g., demographics and English language profi-
ciency).  Our analysis includes the CBEDS data from the 1992–93
school year to the 2001–02 school year.

Professional Assignment Information Form (PAIF):  PAIF data are
collected annually from nearly all teachers in California, starting with
the 1992–93 school year.  These data contain information on the
qualifications, demographics, and teaching assignments for most
teachers in California’s public and charter schools and enable us to
compare charter schools with conventional public schools and with
other charter schools.

J-200:  Each year, the California Department of Education collects
detailed information on revenues and expenditures for each school
district and county office of education across a number of categories
as defined by the state.  School districts record this information on
J-200 forms.  The J-200 data provide a good base for determining the
type and size of revenues school districts receive as well as how
school districts spend their money.10

Academic Performance Index:  As part of the California Public
Schools Accountability Act (PSAA), the API has been established to
measure the academic performance and growth of schools.  Each
school receives an API score based on a numeric index (ranging from
200 to 1,000) that reflects the school’s performance on standardized
tests.11  The API dataset includes the state rank of the schools, growth

______________ 
10Ideally, we would like to have this level of detailed revenue and expenditure data for
both conventional public schools and charter schools to be able to compare their fi-
nances.  Such school-level data do not exist, in part because most of the revenues and
expenditures for conventional public schools are handled at the district level.  To sup-
plement the data that currently exist, we included questions on revenues and expendi-
tures in our charter school survey that follow some of the breakdowns in the J-200
data.  We present this summary data for charter schools.  In addition, we present simi-
lar summary data from the J-200 data for school districts in California.
11For more information on the API, see http://www.cde.ca.gov/psaa/api/fallapi/
apiinfo.pdf.
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targets, number of students tested in aggregate and by racial/ethnic
group, and student demographic characteristics.  The API data are
available for the school years 1999–00 through 2001–02.

Statewide Student-Level Data:  CDE provided data on all California
students for the school years 1997–98 through 2001–02.  These data
include student reading and math test scores as well as the demo-
graphic characteristics of each student.  However, the data do not
have a unique identifier for each student that would allow us to ex-
amine individual progress over time.  Nevertheless, they do allow an
examination of gains of cohorts over time while precisely accounting
for differences in student characteristics that might affect test scores.

District Student-Level Data:  Because the state database does not
allow us to link the longitudinal performance of individual students
or track them as they move from school to school (including students
who move to/from charter schools or from/to conventional public
schools), we contacted 10 major districts with the largest number of
charter schools to obtain longitudinally linked student-level data.
We received data from six of these districts (Chula Vista Elementary,
Fresno Unified, Los Angeles Unified, Napa Valley Unified, San Diego
city Unified, and West Covina Unified).12  These data also include
students’ reading and math test scores as well as their demographic
characteristics and allow an examination of the gains of individual
students in both charter and conventional public schools.

HOW WE CATEGORIZED CHARTER SCHOOLS

One challenge in evaluating the performance of charter schools is
that there is no single charter school model.  This is not surprising
because part of the motivation behind creating charter schools is to
foster innovation, which leads to different approaches.  To carry out
our analysis, we tried to capture the diversity of the schools by seg-
menting them into major observable dimensions (conversion versus
start-up, classroom-based versus nonclassroom-based, school size,
and independent versus dependent).  These four dimensions may
affect the way charter schools operate and ultimately perform.

______________ 
12West Covina Unified has only one charter school, but because of an established
relationship, we were able to get its data and include them in our analysis.
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Where possible, we used these dimensions when  analyzing the
charter schools and presenting the results.  Below, we highlight these
dimensions.

Conversion and Start-Up Charter Schools

In California, charter schools can be new schools started as charters
(start-up schools) or conventional public schools that converted to
charter status (conversion schools).  Although the 1997 SRI study
found that charter schools were equally divided between start-up
and conversion schools, our analysis suggests that the majority of re-
cently implemented charter schools are start-up schools.  As Figure
1.1 indicates, start-up schools now account for 70 percent of all char-
ter schools.  Evidence from other studies of charter schools (Finn et
al., 2000) suggests that start-up schools face different, and often
greater, challenges than do conversion schools in providing instruc-
tion for students.  We discuss differences across these types of
schools during analyses of such issues as student characteristics and
school finances.

Breaking down by percentage of students in different grades, Figure
1.2 shows that 72 percent of all charter elementary school students
are in conversion schools with the remaining 28 percent in start-up

260

222

163

102

73
54

41
32

14
6

112110102
91

60
49

4836

299
0

50

100

150

200

250

300

1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002

N
um

be
r

Conversion schools

Start-up schools

SOURCE:  2001–02 CBEDS data.

RAND MR1700-1.1

Figure 1.1—Number of Conversion and Start-Up Schools, 1993–2002



Introduction 13

0

20

40

60

80

100

Elementary Secondary

P
er

ce
nt

ag
e

Conversion schools

Start-up schools

RAND MR1700-1.2

SOURCE:  2002 California Department of Education statewide student-level data.

46

72

54

28
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schools.  In contrast, 46 percent of all secondary school students are
in conversion schools, with the remaining 54 percent in start-up
schools.

Classroom-Based and Nonclassroom-Based Charter Schools

CDE defines charter schools as nonclassroom-based “when a school
does not require attendance of its pupils be at the school site under
the direct supervision and control of a qualified teaching employee
of the school for at least 80 percent of the required instructional
time.”13 Schools are considered classroom-based when: “1. The
charter school’s pupils are engaged in education activities required
of those pupils, and the pupils are under the immediate supervision
and control of an employee of the charter school who is authorized
to provide instruction to the pupils within the meaning of Education

______________ 
13http://www.cde.ca.gov/charter/regs/sb740covlet0203df.htm.  A list of nonclass-
room-based charter schools can be found at http://www.cde.ca.gov/charter/
whatsnew/SBEfundingdeterminations0102.pdf.
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Code Section 47605(l); 2. At least 80 percent of the instructional time
offered at the charter school is at the school site; 3. The charter’s
school site is a facility that is used principally for classroom instruc-
tion; and 4. The charter school requires its pupils to be in attendance
at the school site at least 80 percent of the minimum instructional
time required pursuant to Education Code Section 47612.5(a)(1).”  As
evident from these definitions, not all students who attend a non-
classroom-based charter school will be instructed in nonclassroom
settings and vice versa.

Currently, nonclassroom-based charter schools represent a third of
all charter schools.14  Because of recent controversies surrounding
these schools, Senate Bill 740 of the 2000 legislative session was
passed to increase the accountability requirements of the schools.15

Of all charter schools, start-up schools are much more likely to be
nonclassroom-based (56.5 percent compared to 11.4 percent for
conversion schools).  Breaking down the proportion of nonclass-
room-based students across different grades, Figure 1.3 shows that
students in nonclassroom-based schools make up 17 percent of
charter elementary school students and 41 percent of charter sec-
ondary school students.16

School Size

As Figure 1.4 suggests, enrollments vary by school type.  Start-up
schools tend to be much smaller than conversion or conventional
public schools, whereas conversion schools more closely mimic the
size distribution of conventional public schools.  Later analyses ex-
plore some operational differences across schools of different sizes.

______________ 
14Some of these nonclassroom-based charter schools are quite large, with one school
having over 4,500 students.
15At the heart of this controversy is the schooling of students in private homes.  Ac-
cording to the RAND charter school survey, in 13.9 percent of all charter schools, the
majority of students are instructed exclusively in private homes.
16These numbers represent the percentage of students attending a school that offers
some component of nonclassroom-based instruction.  Many of these students will
also have classroom-based instruction.
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Figure 1.3—Percentage of Charter School Students in Nonclassroom-Based
and Classroom-Based Schools, by Grade Level

Independent and Dependent Charter Schools

Another distinction among charter schools is the relationship be-
tween chartering authorities and schools.  In many cases, chartering
authorities describe the relationship with charter schools as either
“independent” or “dependent.”  This distinction, however, is not de-
scribed in the charter law but rather is defined by the individual
chartering authorities.  In the SRI report referred to above, depen-
dent charter schools are defined as schools subject to district policies
and procedures, except when they seek waivers; independent charter
schools make their own programmatic, personnel, and financial de-
cisions.  In our analysis, we allow chartering authorities to use their
own definition of independent and dependent charter schools and
then explore the authorization, governance, and oversight of charter
schools across the level of dependence.
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Figure 1.4—Differences in School Size, by School Type

LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY

The major limitations of our study stem from data limitations and
budgetary and time constraints.

Data Limitations

Currently, the state does not have a mechanism to track individual
students over time.  Without statewide longitudinally linked student-
level data, we are not able to conduct a statewide analysis that tracks
students as they move from conventional public schools to charter
schools or vice versa.  In addition, our measurement of student gains
is less precise because we cannot attach a specific baseline test score
for each student.  Finally, student achievement data are measured
consistently only from 1997–98 through 2001–02.  Schools that ex-
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isted before 1997–98 have no test scores to measure their baseline
performance.

Budgetary and Time Constraints

Additional surveys would have enhanced our analyses of charter
schools.  For example, the analysis of school practices, such as class-
room instruction, would be more precise if we had been able to sur-
vey teachers.  In addition, a survey of parents would have provided a
much needed perspective on the quantity and quality of parental in-
volvement and the reasons parents choose to enroll their children in
charter schools.  These surveys are difficult, time-consuming, and
expensive to develop and did not fit within the project’s budget and
timeline.

HOW THE REPORT IS ORGANIZED

Before proceeding with our assessment of student achievement, we
first describe students who attend charter schools in Chapter Two.
The student achievement analysis follows in Chapter Three.  Chap-
ters Four through Eight assess the financing, academic environment,
staffing, and special education of charter schools.  We end with con-
clusions and recommendations in Chapter Nine.
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Chapter Two

STUDENTS SERVED BY CHARTER SCHOOLS
Derrick Chau, Dan McCaffrey, Ron Zimmer, Glenn Daley,

and Brian Gill

INTRODUCTION

One key area of policy interest related to charter schools concerns
the student populations they serve.  More specifically, policy con-
cerns about charter school students relate to both access and inte-
gration.  In terms of access, policymakers need to know whether the
charter schools are ensuring options for disadvantaged students, in-
cluding low-achieving ones, racial and ethnic minorities, low-income
students, and students with special needs.  Although charter school
advocates have often touted charters as a means to give choices to
disadvantaged students who otherwise lack choice (Nathan, 1998),
critics have worried that as schools of choice, charters will “skim the
cream,” attracting and selecting the high-achieving students and
leaving disadvantaged students behind in impoverished
conventional public schools (Vergari, 1999; Wells et al., 1998).  Even if
charter schools do not systematically select advantaged students
through their admissions processes, argue the critics, they still may
end up serving advantaged populations if they are more likely to be
chosen by well-educated, highly informed parents.  Prior evidence
suggests that the access of disadvantaged students to charter schools
has varied (Gill et al., 2001; RPP International, 1999).

The integration of students within charter schools is a different pol-
icy concern from that of the access of disadvantaged students.  Here
the question is not whether the charter sector as a whole serves dis-
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advantaged students but whether students of diverse ethnic groups
are taught in integrated settings within individual charter schools.  It
is theoretically possible, for example, that charter schools across the
state serve a student population that mirrors that of the state as a
whole, but that the students are served in schools that are highly seg-
regated ethnically.  As with access, theoretical arguments can be
made on both sides of the integration issue.  Charters might reduce
integration by offering educational programs (e.g., an Afro-centric
curriculum) that appeal to a particular group of students.  Or char-
ters might increase integration by breaking the tie between residence
and school assignment, permitting students living in segregated
neighborhoods to attend integrated charter schools.  Currently, few
studies have examined integration in charter schools (even though a
number of studies have examined access to charter schools) (Gill et
al., 2001).

California’s charter school law specifically addresses both access and
integration.  It requires that charter schools admit all students who
wish to attend.  It also places special emphasis on expanding the
learning experiences for students who are identified as academically
low-achieving by requiring that chartering authorities give prefer-
ence to charters that will serve those student populations.  The law
also requires that charter schools describe in their charters “the
means by which the school will achieve a racial and ethnic balance
among its pupils that is reflective of the general population residing
within the territorial jurisdiction of the school district to which the
charter petition is submitted.”

These mandates are challenging for charter schools because they
may be contradictory.  For example, if a district has predominantly
high-achieving students of one racial group and has a small popula-
tion of low-achieving students of that racial group, then the charter
school may have a difficult time expanding learning experiences for
students who are identified as academically low-achieving while at
the same time being representative of their territorial jurisdiction.
These contradictions may force the charter schools to comply with
only one of these mandates.  Therefore, when analyzing racial repre-
sentativeness, it is difficult to account for these confounding factors.
Because of this difficulty, we caution the reader to interpret the re-
sults within this chapter with this challenge in mind.
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In this chapter we examine four kinds of evidence about access and
integration of charter schools.  To make judgments about access, we
first examine admissions processes in charter schools and our com-
parison group of conventional public schools, using evidence from
our school surveys.  Second, we explore additional survey data to ex-
amine how charter schools compare to conventional public schools
in the extent to which they specifically seek to influence student ac-
cess by focusing their services on disadvantaged populations.  To
connect the discussions on access and integration, we present data
on charter school students, comparing the characteristics of the stu-
dent population served by the charter school sector to the character-
istics of students in conventional public schools in districts with
charter schools.  Finally, we examine integration in charter schools
by assessing the extent to which charter schools enroll student popu-
lations that reflect the enrollments of their local school districts.

ACCESS TO CHARTER SCHOOLS

Two school processes can influence student access to charter and
conventional public schools:  student admissions processes and
school focus.1  Charter and conventional public schools can develop
student admissions processes as a way to introduce the school to
prospective students and their parents and to gain a greater under-
standing of the needs of those students.  Schools—especially those
operating under school choice policies—can indirectly influence the
types of students who apply by focusing their missions or curricula
on specific types of students such as gifted and talented or at-risk
students.  Even though charter schools are required to admit all stu-
dents, parents who learn of the focus of a school’s services may
choose not to send their children to that school because they might
believe that their children will not be best served in that school.  This
section first presents the results from our study related to these two
influences on student access to charter schools.2

______________ 
1These are not the only two factors; other factors, such as transportation and the
vitality of local schools, can affect access, but these are the two prominent factors
under the control of charter schools.
2However, it does not examine how parents find out about schools in the area, which
is a key way to control who goes to what school.
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Student Admissions Processes

According to surveyed principals, the student admissions processes
in charter schools do not differ markedly from those used in matched
conventional public schools.3  Survey responses suggest that al-
though most charter and conventional public schools use no special
admissions criteria for students, some schools in each group report
using academic records, special student qualities, and recommen-
dations to a limited degree.  Charter and conventional public schools
that use admissions requirements do so in a similar manner.  Most
use the criteria only for diagnostic purposes.  Only small percentages
of schools responded that they use these criteria to determine eligi-
bility for admission.

When we examine the results by charter school type, however, some
differences appear.  Start-up schools clearly differ from conventional
public schools in their use of achievement tests and personal inter-
views.  Even so, as Figure 2.1 shows, only about 19 percent of start-up
schools use the interview to determine eligibility for admission, ac-
cording to survey responses, and about 43 percent of these schools
reported that they do not use personal interviews in the admissions
process.

Likewise, Figure 2.2 shows that only about 3.8 percent of start-up
schools use admissions or achievement tests to determine eligibility
for admission.  Even though these data show that the start-up
schools use tests as part of the admissions process, they do not indi-
cate how these tests are used.  For instance, tests may be used to de-
termine student ability levels for classroom placement, to confirm
whether students are low-achieving, or to identify high-achieving
students.  Because start-up schools are newly created and are more
likely to focus their services on specific student populations, they
might need to provide parents with more specific information about
how their schools meet the needs of their students.  Further research
is required to determine how charter schools are using these admis-
sions processes.

These responses suggest that charter schools rarely use academic
achievement tests during the admissions process.  It should be

______________ 
3For each analysis, we highlight the comparison group in the notes to the figures.
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SOURCES:  2002 RAND charter school and matched conventional public 
school surveys.

NOTE:  The differences between start-up school and matched conventional 
public school percentages using chi-squared tests of difference are statistically 
significant at the 5 percent level.
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Figure 2.1—Use of Personal Interviews in School Admissions Processes

noted, however, that these results are based on principals’ survey re-
sponses, and they may be reluctant to report practices that could be
deemed exclusionary.  Moreover, interviews may be used to encour-
age or discourage enrollment even if they are not formally used to
exclude applicants.

In several case studies of charter schools, principals explained that
prospective parents and students are offered an orientation to show
them the school facilities and curriculum approach.  As a part of
these orientations, principals interview students and parents to de-
termine whether the charter school will meet their needs.  As this ex-
ample suggests, there may be some ambiguity about the purposes of
a personal interview.  Additional research is necessary to determine



24 Charter School Operations and Performance:  Evidence from California

SOURCES:  2002 RAND charter school and matched conventional public 
school surveys.

NOTE:  The differences between start-up school and matched conventional 
public school percentages using chi-squared tests of difference are statistically 
significant at the 5 percent level.
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Figure 2.2—Use of Admissions Tests in School Admissions Processes

how charter schools are using factors such as admissions tests and
personal interviews in admissions processes.

Focus of School Services

The California charter school legislation is designed to increase
learning opportunities for all students as well as to encourage the use
of innovative teaching methods.  To these ends, charter schools can
design instructional programs that focus on specific student popula-
tions.  When asked whether schools seek to focus their services on
specific student populations, 33 percent of charter school principals
responded that they focus their services compared to only 21 percent
of conventional public school principals.  Most of this difference is
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explained by start-up schools:  About 36 percent of start-up school
principals reported that they sought to focus their services compared
to only about 26 percent of conversion school principals.  However,
our surveys do not indicate how the focus differs among charter and
conventional schools.  In our survey, we asked conventional and
charter school principals if they focus their services across seven dif-
ferent services listed in Table 2.1.  As the table indicates, charter and
conventional school principals reported that they focus their services
on similar categories of student populations.  The only significant
difference between charter and conventional schools is the percent-
age of schools focusing on students with disabilities.

Table 2.1

Focus  of Charter and Conventional Public School Services

Focus

Charter
School

(n = 257)

Conventional
Public School

(n = 184)
Low-income students 21.8 20.0
Students with academic problems 19.2 18.8
Students with discipline problems 14.2 15.4
English Learners 11.5 13.8
Students of specific racial/ethnic minority group 11.2 13.6
Students with special aptitudes, skills, or talents 10.9 16.3
Students with disabilities 7.6* 16.5

SOURCES:  2002 RAND charter school and matched conventional public school
surveys.
NOTES:  Schools could select more than one area of focus.  Percentages were not
required to sum to 100.
*Indicates charter school percentage that is statistically different from conventional
public school percentage at the 5 percent level.

CHARACTERISTICS OF STUDENTS IN CHARTER SCHOOLS

We have thus far examined information derived from principal self-
reports about admissions processes and the espoused intentions of
charter schools to serve disadvantaged populations.  Now we switch
our focus to the students served by charter schools.  An important
dimension of this discussion is whether charter schools “skim the
cream” by focusing on only high-achieving students.  To answer this
question directly requires statewide data on the prior academic
achievement of students entering charter schools.  Unfortunately, no
such data exist.  Nevertheless, as Chapter Three describes in detail,
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the average achievement levels of students currently enrolled in
some type of charter schools are lower than average achievement
levels in conventional public schools, which strongly suggests that
these charter schools are not “skimming the cream” academically.

Another important dimension is the representativeness of the stu-
dent population.  One major concern surrounding the growth of
charter schools across the nation is that these schools might cater to
more homogeneous student populations than do conventional pub-
lic schools.  In other words, charter schools might provide a mecha-
nism for creating schools that attract students from primarily one
racial/ethnic group.4  In the state of California, as mentioned above,
charter schools are required to describe in their charters “the means
by which the school will achieve a racial and ethnic balance among
its pupils that is reflective of the general population residing within
the territorial jurisdiction of the school district to which the charter
petition is submitted.”5

To evaluate representativeness, we examine the racial composition
of charter schools and conventional public schools through a multi-
step process.  The process starts with a straightforward statewide
comparison of charter and conventional public school populations
and works toward a more specific analysis comparing these popula-
tions to the populations of districts.  In all cases, the analysis uses
counts of students by racial groups (white, Hispanic, black, Asian,
American Indian, Filipino, Pacific Islander, and mixed) as reported in
the CBEDS data.  Our analysis focuses on the four largest racial
groups:  white, Hispanic, black, and Asian.

Our first analysis compares the racial makeup of all students attend-
ing charter schools relative to all those attending conventional public
schools in the entire state.  We find, as shown in Figure 2.3, that the

______________ 
4For simplicity, we will use the terms “race” or “racial” instead of “race/ethnicity” or
“racial-ethnic.”
5Although the state mandate calls for equal representation of race, equal representa-
tion of other demographic characteristics may also be of interest to policymakers.
One such characteristic is the representation of impoverished students as measured
by the percentage of students entitled to free or reduced-price lunches.  However,
when examining the data, over a third of charter schools do not participate in this
lunch program and data on these schools will underestimate the proportion of impov-
erished students.
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Figure 2.3—Racial Composition of Students in Start-Up Schools,
Conversion Schools, and All Conventional Public Schools

racial composition of students in charter schools differs from that in
conventional public schools.6  On average, charter schools have a
higher percentage of white and black students and a lower percent-
age of Hispanic and Asian students than conventional public
schools.

The figure also shows that the racial makeup of students in start-up
and conversion schools differs from that in conventional public
schools.  For example, start-up schools have a higher percentage of
white students and a lower percentage of Hispanic and Asian
students whereas conversion schools enroll fewer white and Asian
students than do conventional public schools.  Conversion schools

______________ 
6This approach was used by the SRI California charter school evaluation (Powell et al.,
1997).



28 Charter School Operations and Performance:  Evidence from California

also enroll much higher percentages of black students than do
conventional public schools.

A comparison of our data with previous studies of California’s char-
ter schools suggests that charter schools are becoming less represen-
tative of students across the state.  Results from the 1997 evaluation
of California’s charter schools indicated that charter school students
served at that time had a similar racial composition to all public
school students in the state.  However, as early as 1998 and continu-
ing in 1999, studies found that Hispanic and Asian students were un-
derrepresented in California’s charter schools compared to the
statewide average, whereas black and white students were overrepre-
sented (RPP International, 1999, 2000).  This change in the racial
composition of charter school students corresponds to increases in
the proportion of charter schools that are start-up schools.

Although the analysis above provides some insights about the stu-
dents served by charter schools, we must be careful not to assume
that differences in the aggregate imply that charter schools are not
representative of their local populations.  Charter schools do not op-
erate in all districts and there is considerable geographic concentra-
tion in student racial populations that might explain the differences
between charter and conventional public schools.

Thus, to disentangle the effects of location from differential enroll-
ment rates for racial groups, we compared the racial composition of
charter schools to the racial composition of the districts where the
charter schools are located. For most charter schools, the chartering
authority district provides a comparison district.  However, some of
these chartering authorities are not traditional school districts but,
rather, are the state or the county education offices.  In addition,
some charter schools are chartered by school districts other than the
district in which they are located.  For these charter schools, the
chartering authority is not a reasonable comparison.  Thus, we re-
stricted our comparison to conventional public schools in traditional
school districts that chartered the charter school if the charter school
is in or adjacent to this district.7  This restriction created a sample

______________ 
7The sample excludes three schools chartered by the state and 20 schools chartered by
county education offices.  Schools that were geographically distinct from the charter-
ing district were identified through survey responses (14 were so identified) or by
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that includes 282 charter schools in 139 chartering districts and 3,077
conventional public schools in these same districts.

Figure 2.4 compares the racial makeup of schools from this sample.
The figure shows a similar pattern to that in the above statewide
analysis.  Charter schools overall have a higher percentage of white
and black students and a lower percentage of Asian and Hispanic
students than conventional public schools within their chartering
districts.  Differences also appear by type of charter school.
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_____________________________________________________________ 
mapping (69 schools without survey responses).  For each school without survey data,
we mapped the location of the charter school and the chartering school district.
Eleven schools were outside the district boundaries.  Four of these 11 schools were
very far from the chartering district and were excluded from the analysis.  However, six
of these 11 schools were less than five miles from the district and were included in the
analysis.  One district was about seven miles away and after careful investigation in-
cluding street address and school name, we determined that the school should be
linked to the chartering district.  Thus, we excluded a total of 18 schools because they
were not serving the students of the chartering district.
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Figure 2.4 does not completely remove the effects of geographic het-
erogeneity in the student population among districts where charter
schools are located.  To account for this, we fit models for each racial
group that compared conventional and charter schools within dis-
tricts and tested for the overall effects for charter schools.8  After
controlling for the district effect, charter school students are more
likely to be black and less likely to be Hispanic or Asian (all differ-
ences are statistically significant at the 0.05 level).9  Somewhat sur-
prisingly, charter school students, judging by the more rigorous
analysis, are not more or less likely to be white.  Thus, when we re-
move district heterogeneity, we find that charter schools serve dis-
proportionate numbers of Hispanic, black, and Asian students but
not white students.

SCHOOL-BY-SCHOOL ANALYSIS

Our analysis in the previous section examines racial differences
among charter and conventional public schools at the aggregate
level.  However, the state mandate does not require equal represen-
tation in charter schools relative to conventional public schools in
the aggregate.  Rather, charter schools are required to describe in
their charters “the means by which the school will achieve a racial
and ethnic balance among its pupils that is reflective of the general
population residing within the territorial jurisdiction of the school
district to which the charter petition is submitted.”  Statewide aggre-
gate differences result in part because charter schools are located in
districts that do not mirror the statewide population, creating a poor
comparison.

In addition, an aggregate analysis can be misleading because aver-
ages of student racial composition may mask variations among

______________ 
8We use a logarithm of the odds approach to model the proportions as an additive
function of a district mean and a charter school deviation.  We used quasi-likelihood
(McCullugh and Nelder, 1986) to estimate the parameters of the binomial regression
model.  Quasi-likelihood estimates the parameters using traditional generalized linear
modeling techniques and then uses a methods of moments estimate to estimate an
overdispersion parameter to account for school-to-school heterogeneity in the pro-
portion of, say, black students that exceeds the variability of the binomial distribution.
Models were restricted to elementary schools.
9Full results are available upon request from the authors.
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charter schools.  Many charter schools, including several of our case
study schools, have student enrollments that are primarily Hispanic
or black.10  In this section, our research focuses on the question of
whether individual charter schools represent the racial distribution
of students within the district.

To carry out this analysis, we use two approaches.  The first approach
describes how student populations at individual charter schools tend
to differ from the district populations, and the second approach
compares charter schools to conventional public schools to deter-
mine if charter schools are more or less likely than conventional
public schools to have different populations than the district.  For the
second approach, we restricted the sample to elementary schools
because the distribution of school types, such as elementary, middle,
high school, alternative, etc., differs across charters and conventional
public schools, with conventional public schools having propor-
tionately more traditionally configured secondary schools and pro-
portionately fewer K–12 schools.  These differences are likely to cor-
respond to very different school-to-school heterogeneity for
secondary school students.  Thus, our comparisons include 137 char-
ter elementary schools and 1,434 conventional public elementary
schools.  Below, we describe each approach in more detail.

The first approach compares the proportions of black, white, His-
panic, and Asian students separately.  The analysis uses the odds,
where the odds of being, say, black, equals the ratio of the proportion
of black students to the proportion of students of other racial groups.
First the analysis estimates the odds that a student in a charter
school belongs to a racial group and compares that to the odds for
the district to produce an odds ratio (OR).  The analysis then esti-
mates a 95 percent confidence interval for the OR.11  A school is

______________ 
10Students in those case study schools represented the demographics of their imme-
diate neighborhoods.
11Standard methods provided an estimate of the standard errors of the OR when all
proportions are greater than zero and less than one.  If the proportion equaled zero or
one for the school and the district had fewer than 9,000 students, then exact logistic
regression methods provided a 95 percent confidence interval for the OR.  If the pro-
portion equaled zero or one for the school and the district had more than 9,000 stu-
dents, exact methods provided a 95 percent confidence interval for the proportion in
the school.  Suppose the proportion is zero and let pU denote the upper limit to the
confidence interval and let oU denote the corresponding odds.  If oD equals the odds
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classified as having greater odds than the district if the lower limit of
the 95 percent confidence interval exceeds 3/2.  A school is classified
as having lower odds than the district if the upper limit of the confi-
dence interval is less than 2/3.12

The results are shown in Figure 2.5.  The odds that a student is black
at the charter school deviated from the odds for the district for about
31 percent of charter schools (11 percent lower and 20 percent
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Mean, by Racial Group and Direction

_____________________________________________________________ 
for the district, then the upper bound for the confidence interval for OR is oU/oD.  We
did not use exact methods in this situation because those methods become computa-
tionally infeasible with large samples, and with over 9,000 students the error in the dis-
trict odds was sufficiently small to contribute little to the error in OR.  The lower
bound for the confidence interval is zero.  An analogous procedure provided confi-
dence intervals for schools where the proportion was one.
12Values of 3/2 or 2/3 represent a moderately large disagreement between school and
district.  However, other values could have been used for the OR classification (e.g., 1.2
or 2).  When using these classifications, the results do not qualitatively change.
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greater than the district).  The odds that a student is white at the
charter school deviated from the district for 51 percent of charter
schools with roughly equal numbers lower than and greater than the
district.  In nearly 35 percent of charter schools the odds that a
student is Hispanic were significantly lower than the odds for the
district, whereas the odds for the charter school exceed those of the
district in only 14 percent of schools.  Similarly, the vast majority of
the 33 percent of charter schools that deviate from the district in the
odds that a student is Asian have lower odds (28 percent of charter
schools).

We also estimate the proportions separately for conversion and start-
up schools.  The results are shown in Figures 2.6 and 2.7.  The pat-
terns for blacks, Hispanics, and Asians are similar for both conver-
sion and start-up schools.  However, conversion schools that deviate
from district averages are likely to have fewer white students than the
district, whereas start-up schools are likely to have more.
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Figure 2.7—Percentage of Start-Up Schools That Deviate from the District
Mean, by Racial Group and Direction

The second analysis uses the same methods to classify both charter
and conventional public schools’ racial populations as either greater
than, less than, or similar to that of the district.  We also calculate the
proportion of schools that deviate from the district in both groups.13

______________ 
13Conventional public schools tend to be much larger than charter schools.  For ex-
ample, the median size of conventional public schools is 607 students and the 25th
percentile is 433 students.  The corresponding numbers for charter schools are 261
and 141 students.  The 75th percentile for charter schools is only 534.  The width of a
confidence interval is inversely proportional to the square root of school size.  Thus,
conventional public schools are more likely to deviate from the district according to
our definition just because of larger school sizes.   To account for this potential con-
founding effect, we both restricted the sample only to schools with between 126 and
550 students and weighted the conventional public schools so that the distribution of
school sizes matched that of the charters.  We decreased the weight of large conven-
tional public schools and increased the weight of small conventional public schools.
Schools were grouped by enrollment size by groups of 50 students.  Within each
group, the weight for charter schools is one and the weight for conventional public
schools is

w
number of charter schools in group i total number of conventional public schools

total number of charter schools number of conventional public schools in group i
=

×
×
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This analysis allows us to compare the relative representativeness of
charter schools to conventional schools.

Figure 2.8 shows that conventional public schools are somewhat
more likely than charter schools to deviate from the district propor-
tion of blacks according to our measure.  For whites and Hispanics,
conventional public schools are slightly less likely to deviate and for
Asians, conventional public schools are very slightly more likely to
deviate.  However, the difference between groups tends to be small.

Although these results are enlightening, additional research is
needed to identify the reasons for these patterns.  It is also important
to recognize that student counts tell us nothing about the quality of
integration in schools.
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Figure 2.8—Percentage of Schools That Deviate from the District Mean,
 by Racial Group and Direction

_____________________________________________________________ 
We report only the weighted results, which tended to be similar to the results from the
restricted sample.
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SUMMARY

• According to survey responses, the charter school admissions
processes differ little from admissions processes in matched
conventional public schools.  Charter schools are more likely
than matched conventional public schools to interview
applicants, but most charter school principals report that they
use the interview for diagnostic purposes rather than to
determine eligibility for admission.

• According to the principal surveys, charter schools are more
likely than matched conventional public schools to focus their
services on specific student populations.

• Comparing the average racial makeup of charter students to that
of conventional public school students within the same school
districts, and controlling for district heterogeneity, we find that
charter school students are more likely to be black and less likely
to be Hispanic or Asian, but no more or less likely to be white.

• It is also important to compare the level of integration in charter
schools relative to that in conventional public schools.  For
blacks, conventional public schools are somewhat more likely
than charter schools to deviate from the district’s racial makeup
according to our measure.  For whites and Hispanics, conven-
tional public schools are slightly less likely to deviate and for
Asians, conventional public schools are very slightly more likely
to deviate.  However, the difference between groups tends to be
small.
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Chapter Three

ACADEMIC OUTCOMES
Richard Buddin and Ron Zimmer

INTRODUCTION

Many charter school advocates argue that charter schools will do a
better job of teaching students, because they have more flexibility
than conventional public schools that are burdened by central ad-
ministration (Nathan, 1996; Miron and Nelson, 2000; Danner and
Bowman, 2002; Koehler et al., 2003).  This flexibility may translate
into higher student achievement if charter schools or teachers better
meet the needs of their students.  In addition, other attributes of
charter schools themselves may translate into a better learning envi-
ronment that may indirectly improve student achievement.

But flexibility and a different learning environment do not automati-
cally translate into improved achievement.  Parents, principals, and
teachers may have different incentives and opportunities in charter
schools than in conventional public schools, but it is not clear
whether these differences will lead to more rigorous instruction and
higher academic test scores.  Charter schools may pursue goals other
than academic achievement or they may emphasize material that is
not well measured on standard achievement tests.  In short, charter
schools are not designed to be rescaled replicas of conventional
public schools.  Indeed, they may differ from other schools in many
dimensions that may have direct and indirect implications for stu-
dent achievement.
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The main goal of this chapter is to assess how well charter schools
are doing on standardized achievement tests administered in Cali-
fornia public schools.  The analysis focuses on two main questions.

1. How does the academic performance of students in charter
schools compare with the performance of comparable students in
conventional public schools?

2. How does academic performance vary across students attending
different types of charter schools?  Do students in start-up schools
do better or worse than students in conversion schools?  Are stu-
dents in schools with nonclassroom-based instruction performing
at achievement levels above or below those in schools that offer
instruction in a classroom setting?

The key issue for answering these types of questions is controlling for
the academic potential of students attending different types of
schools.  In many cases, charter schools are in low-income, urban ar-
eas and serve a disproportionate share of at-risk students.  The anal-
ysis must adjust for these types of factors that affect student perfor-
mance to compare the performance of different types of schools.

The analysis relies on “naturally” occurring variation between stu-
dents enrolled in charter and conventional public schools.  Ideally,
an experimental design might assign students randomly to different
types of schools.  This design would provide a thorough method for
disentangling the contributions of different types of schools to aca-
demic achievement.  This type of controlled experiment was not
possible for evaluating charter schools.  Indeed, an endemic feature
of charter schools is that parents are able to choose between charter
and conventional public schooling alternatives.

We used three approaches to compare the academic achievement of
students in charter and conventional public schools.  The ap-
proaches use different methods and datasets to adjust test scores for
the characteristics of students attending various types of schools.
Each approach has important limitations, and using all three gives a
more complete picture of academic outcomes in charter schools
than is possible with any single approach.  Each approach is de-
scribed in a separate section of the chapter.
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• School-level performance.  This approach compares school-level
test scores between charter and conventional public schools over
the past several years.  The data include information on the de-
mographic and socioeconomic status (SES) of students at each
school.

• Statewide nonlongitudinally linked student-level data.  Student
test scores, demographic information, and SES data are available
for all students for school years 1997–98 through 2001–02.  We
develop an analytic model to separate the effects of school type
on student achievement after controlling for the attributes of
students attending each type of school.

• Longitudinally linked student-level data.  These data were avail-
able from only a few districts in the state, but they allow us to
track student progress over time and across schools within each
district.1  Analysis of these data provides a value-added estimate
of the contribution of charter schools to student achievement.

• Competitive effects of charter schools.  An additional section ex-
amines the competitive effects of charter schools on conven-
tional public schools in California.  The chapter concludes with a
summary of key findings.

SCHOOL-LEVEL PERFORMANCE

The first approach relies on a school-level comparison of the API for
California schools from 1999 through 2002.  The API is a composite
measure of academic performance at each school.  The numeric in-
dex or scale ranges from a low of 200 to a high of 1,000 and is con-
structed from the percentile scores of students in different grades
and in different test areas.2  The index initially relied on test infor-

______________ 
1California’s current student data system does not identify individual students.  This
limits the ability of researchers to track student progress from year to year or from
school to school.  Stecher and Bohrnstedt (2000) found that this data limitation com-
plicated their efforts to assess how class size reduction affected student achievement
in California and argued that student identifiers would be a major improvement to the
state’s data collection system.
2The API assigns weighting factors to students in different ranges of achievement.
Scores are divided into five performance bands based on a 20 percentile range of
scores.  Weighting factors assign a 300 unit increase in weight for improving a student
from the lowest (1 to 19th percentile) band to the next lowest (20 to 39th percentile) as
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mation from the Stanford 9 achievement test, but the index has been
modified in recent years to include test scores from the California
Standards Test.3  Changes in the composition of the API mean that
the score reflects different factors from year to year.  The CDE does
compute a so-called “growth API” each year that is based on the in-
dex formula for the previous year.  The calculated growth API is used
to compute test score performance at a school for adjacent years on a
common scale.

The CDE uses the API and growth API measures to assess the per-
formance of schools in the state at a point in time and from year to
year.  Each school is given a target each year, and the state assigns
various rewards and penalties for schools that depend on API scores.
The scores are also well publicized and provide parents with a mea-
sure of how well their neighborhood school is doing relative to other
nearby schools.

The CDE reports API scores as well as the demographic composition
for each school.  The school-level variables include ethnicity
(percentage black, American Indian, Filipino, Hispanic or Latino,
Pacific Islander, and white), the percentage of students who are En-
glish Learners, the percentage who participate in the federal free or
reduced-price school lunch program, and the percentage who first
attended the school in the present year.  Academic achievement
varies substantially across different types of students, so a school’s
API is tied to the background of the students attending the school.

A key weakness of the API measure for the charter analysis is the high
degree of aggregation in the API.  This aggregation may mask varia-
tions of important characteristics within a school.  Therefore, a
school-level analysis cannot capture the variation in how the school
performs across different subjects and grades and provides only an
imprecise control for the variation of student characteristics within

_____________________________________________________________ 
compared with only a 125 unit increase for improvement from the fourth band (60 to
79th percentile) to the highest band (80 to 99th percentile).  The weights are designed
to encourage schools to focus on low-achieving students.  The complex formula of the
API has been analyzed in Rogosa (2000), who shows that the measure is highly corre-
lated with the percentage of students at a school who are at or above the 50th per-
centile for a weighted sum of test scores in various achievement areas.
3A detailed discussion of the computation of the index in each year is available from
CDE at http://www.cde.ca.gov/psaa/api/.
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the school.  In essence, school-level data may not pick up the nu-
ances of school characteristics and can provide only an incomplete
picture of why outcomes can vary across schools.

A more pragmatic problem with the API measure is that the index is
not computed for many charters schools in California.  API was not
computed for about 25 percent of charter schools whereas it was not
computed for only 6 percent of conventional public schools.  The
above-normal missing rate for charter schools is related to several
factors.

Many charter schools in California are new.  API comparisons re-
quire two successive years of API scores, and the measure was intro-
duced in 1999.  The full panel of API scores is not available for many
of the new schools.

The state does not compute the API for many charter schools be-
cause of an excess of parental waivers, which is defined as when the
school’s proportion of students excused at parent request compared
to its Standardized Testing and Reporting (STAR) program enroll-
ment on the first day of testing is equal to or greater than 10 percent.
When a school's proportion of parental waivers is equal to or greater
than 10 percent but less than 20 percent, the CDE conducts standard
statistical tests to check whether the pupils tested at the school were
representative of the entire school's population.4

In addition, CDE has changed the formula for computing API each
year since the index was adopted in 1999, so the standard index can-
not be compared over time.  The growth API, which is based on the
formula used in the previous year, can be used only to compare
school-by-school changes in API for adjacent years.

Our API analysis compares changes in API scores for conventional
public schools and charter schools conditional on changes in the
demographics of students attending each school.  The goal is to
identify whether charter schools (or some types of charter schools)

______________ 
4Many charters did not have a valid API because CDE determined that “an adult irreg-
ularity in testing procedure occurred at the school affecting five percent or more of
pupils tested.”  The reasons for not computing an API score are provided by CDE at
http://www.cde.ca.gov/psaa/api/api0102/growth/flags02g.htm.
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are more or less likely to have achievement gains than are conven-
tional public schools with a comparable composition of students.

An important limitation of the API analysis is that student achieve-
ment depends on a wider panoply of factors than student ethnicity,
English Learner status, school lunch eligibility, and mobility.
Parental involvement, previous educational experience, student mo-
tivation, and other factors are likely to affect how well a student does
in school.  Unfortunately, the list of individual factors collected by
CDE is quite limited.  The danger is that some schools may seem to
be doing well (or poorly) given the changes in the observed factors
affecting student achievement because the composition of the stu-
dents is changing in some way that is not being measured.

On average, the year-to-year comparisons of API show increases in
every year for both elementary and secondary schools.  Table 3.1
shows that the size of the growth has declined over time and has
consistently been much greater for elementary schools than for other
schools.  The median API in 2001 was 682 with the index ranging
from 587 at the 25th percentile to 775 at the 75th percentile.  Rogosa
(2000) provides a metric for translating changes in student percentile
scores into changes in API:  Percentile point increases of one, two,
three, and four in the Stanford 9 achievement scores imply increases
of about 7, 17, 24, and 31 API points, respectively.  The trends in API
reflect a substantial improvement in measured student achievement,
especially for elementary students.

To analyze the performance of charter schools, we used two ap-
proaches.  We first compared the performance of all charter schools
with API scores to the performance of all conventional public schools
with an API score.  A second approach compares the performance of

Table 3.1

Average Annual Growth in API for All
California Schools, by Grade Level

Year Elementary Secondary
1999–00 38.4 18.0
2000–01 20.6 8.6
2001–02 14.9 5.1

NOTE:   The table is constructed from CDE’s API
database.
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all charter schools with API scores to conventional public schools
with API scores within districts that have some charter schools.

The analysis that compares all charter schools to all conventional
public schools shows that charter schools did neither better nor
worse than conventional public schools over each of these years.
The analysis compared changes in API scores for charter and con-
ventional public schools after adjusting for changes in the demo-
graphics of students attending each school.  The results show that
the average growth rate for charter schools in each of the three years
was not significantly different from that of other schools with similar
changes in demographics.5  The result was consistent for both ele-
mentary and secondary schools.6

Similarly, the results indicate that type of charter had no statistically
significant bearing on API in any of the years.  API growth did not
differ between conversion and start-up schools.  In addition, growth
was insensitive to whether the charter school offered some nonclass-
room-based instruction.7

However, this approach may have limitations, which suggests that
we should also use an alternative approach to restrict the compari-
son.  Suppose that charter schools are started in struggling districts
with poor academic performance, and suppose that parents in high-
performing districts have little incentive to create charter schools.
Then, charter schools might do well relative to conventional public
schools in districts with charter schools, but they might not do as
well as schools in high-performing districts with no charter schools.
This type of reasoning suggests that we need a second analysis to
compare the performance of charter schools against that subset of
conventional public schools in districts with some charter schools.

We redid the API analysis for the subset of districts with some charter
schools.  We again examined the changes in API score from year to

______________ 
5The main analysis is based on school-to-school comparisons adjusting for the size of
the school.  Additional analysis was performed to assess whether the results were sen-
sitive to school size.  These results also suggested that charter schools had no statisti-
cally significant effect on API growth.
6The results are described in Appendix C and documented in Tables C.1 and C.3.
7The results are documented in Tables C.2 and C.4.
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year.  Although controlling for changes in school demographics and
an annual trend, charter schools (or type of charter school) had no
statistically significant effect on school performance in districts with
some charter schools, which is consistent with the results in our first
analysis.  These API results show that the API performance of charter
schools is neither better nor worse than that of comparable conven-
tional public schools in districts with some charter schools or in all
other districts in the state.

As discussed above, these API results should be viewed cautiously,
since the measure is highly aggregated.  Missing data for charter
schools is also an important concern.  In our view, both of these is-
sues are better addressed with the individual-level data that are ana-
lyzed in the next two sections.

STATEWIDE NONLONGITUDINALLY LINKED STUDENT-
LEVEL DATA

The remaining two approaches rely on individual test score data.
The CDE collected individual-level Stanford 9 test scores and demo-
graphic data for all tested students in the state for the school years
1997–98 through 2001–02.8  The database consists of about 20 million
student records from 1998 through 2002.  The file includes informa-
tion on student ethnicity, English Learner status, school lunch eligi-
bility, and student mobility as well as a measure of parental educa-
tion.  Parent’s education is an important indication of a student’s
SES that may complement the information available for school lunch
eligibility for low-end SES students.9

These individual-level data directly link a student’s test score with
his/her demographic information and provide a better adjustment
for how these school composition factors affect school-level out-
comes.  The analysis provides a more accurate assessment of how

______________ 
8Starting in 2002–03, CDE is switching from the Stanford 9 to the California Achieve-
ment Tests, 6th Edition (CAT/6).  Therefore, our datasets include the full range of test
scores for the Stanford 9.
9Students were asked to report the education level of the most educated parent or
guardian with whom they reside.  The categories were non–high school graduate, high
school graduate, some college (including AA degree), college graduate, graduate
school, and decline to state or unknown.
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well charter schools are performing relative to conventional public
schools after adjusting for the observed characteristics of students
who attend each type of school.

The main limitation of the individual-level data available from the
CDE is that they do not provide a student-level identifier to track
year-to-year changes in a student’s test scores.  Individual identifiers
are important for this type of analysis because they would allow the
analysis to isolate a baseline achievement level for individual stu-
dents.  Baseline achievement would allow the analysis to better ad-
just for the unmeasured background of students that has an ongoing
effect on their achievement.

Test scores are measured in terms of the percentile normal curve
equivalent based on the Stanford 9 norming sample.  If a student is in
the 45th percentile for math in the 3rd grade and the 50th percentile
for the 4th grade, then the student’s achievement level is growing
relative to his/her grade cohort.

Figure 3.1 shows the average percentile score for California students
on the Stanford 9 reading and math tests for the years 1998 through
2002.  On average, students in charter schools have lower scores than
students in conventional public schools.  This comparison may be
misleading, however, because charter school students are not a ran-
dom sample of public school students in the state, i.e., charter
schools may enroll a disproportionate number of low-achieving stu-
dents initially or be located in areas with high concentrations of at-
risk students.  These unadjusted numbers do not account for sub-
stantial differences in the background of conventional public school
and charter school students.

To account for differences in student population that may affect stu-
dent achievement, we estimate a statistical model that adjusts for the
backgrounds of students attending different types of schools.10  The
results in Figure 3.2 show how charter school status affects test score
for a representative student with the typical background characteris-
tics of a California elementary or secondary school student.  For

______________ 
10The model controls for each student's ethnicity, parental education, English Learner
status, and gender as well as whether the current year is the student’s first at the
school.  The analysis also adjusts for overall trends in test score from year to year.
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     NOTES:  The results are based on CDE statewide student-level data.  In each 
case, the scores for students in charter schools are statistically different from those 
of students at conventional public schools at the 5 percent significance level.

Figure 3.1—Unadjusted Average Stanford 9 Test Scores for Conventional
Public Schools and Charter Schools

example, the elementary school math score results mean that a
typical elementary school student in the state would score 49.3 in a
conventional public school and 47.8 in a charter school.  The
statistical model is designed to hold constant student background
factors that affect achievement and isolate the effect of charter status
on achievement.

Figure 3.2 shows that this adjustment for the differences in the back-
ground of charter school and conventional public school students
narrows the gap between the schools’ achievement scores in both
reading and math, but some significant differences remain. The
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Figure 3.2—Adjusted Average Stanford 9 Test Scores for Conventional
Public Schools and Charter Schools

elementary school reading score for comparable students in conven-
tional public schools and charter schools is virtually identical, but
each of the other scores is lower for charter schools (these differences
are statistically significant).

The performance of charter schools is clarified by considering aca-
demic achievement in different types of charter schools.  Schools
with a nonclassroom-based instruction component are much more
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prevalent in secondary schools than in elementary schools and much
more common in start-up schools than in conversion schools.11

Figure 3.3 shows that 72 percent of charter elementary school stu-
dents are enrolled in conversion schools and most of those students
are taught in schools classified as classroom-based.  Start-up schools
constitute 28 percent of charter school students in the elementary
grades and about half of these students are enrolled in a school
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Figure 3.3—Distribution of Students, by Type of Charter School
and Grade Level

______________ 
11As mentioned in the introduction, a nonclassroom-based school does not necessar-
ily mean that all students are instructed in nonclassroom-based settings or that the
entire instruction of an individual student is entirely nonclassroom-based.  Our list of
nonclassroom-based schools consists of schools that are part of the state audit of such
schools.  These schools are audited if “1.) The charter school’s pupils are engaged in
education activities required of those pupils, and the pupils are under the immediate
supervision and control of an employee of the charter school who is authorized to
provide instruction to the pupils within the meaning of Education Code Section
47605(1); 2.) At least 80 percent of the instructional time offered at the charter school is
at the school site; 3.) The charter school site is a facility that is used principally for
classroom instruction; and 4.) The charter school requires its pupils to be in
attendance at the school site at least 80 percent of the minimum instructional time
required pursuant to Education Code Section 47612.5(a)(1)” (http://www.cde.cagov/
charter/regs/sb740covlet0203df.htm).
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offering at least some nonclassroom-based instruction.  For sec-
ondary school students, start-up schools are more common than
conversion schools, and two-thirds of start-up school students are
enrolled in a school with nonclassroom-based instruction.  Schools
with a component of nonclassroom-based instruction are more
common among conversion schools in secondary schools than in el-
ementary schools.

The data do not distinguish whether a particular student uses any
form of nonclassroom-based instruction, but we do know which
charter schools offer these programs.  The RAND charter school sur-
vey collected information on the percentage of students who receive
instruction at the school site.  Using these responses, we estimate
that about 63 percent of students in a school with nonclassroom-
based instruction receive at least some instruction away from the
formal school site.

Charters that offer nonclassroom-based instruction have much lower
adjusted test scores than either other charter schools or conventional
public schools.  Figure 3.4 shows that students in start-up schools
with some nonclassroom-based instruction have test scores about 9
percentile points lower than comparable students in other start-up
schools.  A much smaller share of conversion schools have nonclass-
room-based offerings, but students in these schools score about 5
and 8 points lower in reading and math, respectively, than compa-
rable students in conversion schools with only classroom-based in-
struction.12

However, it should be noted that students in schools offering non-
classroom-based instruction may be different in unique ways from
students in conventional public schools that are not captured by our
control variables in the analysis.  For instance, if such students have
been pulled out of conventional public schools because of problems
they have in traditional settings, then conventional school students

______________ 
12It should also be noted that our analysis did not address the achievement of stu-
dents receiving nonclassroom-based instruction outside the charter school setting (we
had no evidence on the performance of these schools or students).  Such students may
differ markedly from students in nonclassroom-based charter schools and may have a
different level of performance.
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Figure 3.4—Adjusted Average Stanford 9 Test Scores for Conventional
Public Schools, Conversion Schools, and Start-Up Schools, and

Whether the Charter Schools Offer Nonclassroom-Based Instruction

who do not have these problems do not make a good comparison
group.13

______________ 
13The RAND charter school survey found that a statistically higher percentage of non-
classroom-based charter schools focus on students with academic and discipline
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Examining Figure 3.4, it is evident that the poor test results for stu-
dents in nonclassroom-based charter schools pull down the average
performance of students in charter schools and particularly in start-
up schools.  The figure shows that start-up secondary schools with
only classroom-based instruction outperform conventional public
schools by 2 to 3 percentile points in reading and math.  In conver-
sion and start-up elementary schools with classroom-based instruc-
tion only, test scores are 1 point higher in reading, but these schools
trail behind conventional public schools by about 1 point in math
(0.5 points lower in conversion schools and 1.5 points lower in start-
up schools).  Start-up schools appear lower-performing than
conversion schools on average, because so many of them offer non-
classroom-based instruction.  Among elementary schools with class-
room-based instruction only, conversion and start-up schools per-
form similarly  (the same scores for reading and start-up schools
scoring 1 point lower in math), but start-up schools outpace conver-
sion schools by about 3 points in both reading and math in sec-
ondary grades.  In schools with some nonclassroom-based instruc-
tion, conversion schools do better than start-up schools in reading,
start-up schools do better at secondary school math than conversion
schools, and test scores are the same for both in elementary school
math.

These results, however, do not take into account the tenure of the
school.  The number of charter schools has increased rapidly in re-
cent years, and two factors suggest that new charter schools may
have different academic outcomes than established ones.  The first
factor is an experience effect where new charter schools may have
lower test scores initially as they refine their programs and build re-
lationships with teachers and parents.  This initial performance
might not represent how well charter schools are doing in general
and pull down the average performance of charter schools.  The sec-
ond factor is a vintage effect where new charter schools of a certain
type are inherently different from the established ones.  For example,
new start-up schools might try a new teaching technique, so their

_____________________________________________________________ 
problems than classroom-based charter schools.  This does not provide evidence of
unobservable differences, but it does provide a possible explanation.
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performance might be higher or lower than that of established start-
up schools.

The test score evidence shows that the performance of new charter
schools differs somewhat from that of established ones.  For each
type of charter school, we compared the scores of comparable stu-
dents in charter schools that are less than three years old (new char-
ter schools) with those of established ones.  For elementary school
students, new conversion schools have reading test scores about 1.4
percentage points lower than established conversion schools.  In
new start-up schools with nonclassroom-based instruction, test
scores in reading and math were 4.9 and 7.0 points higher, respec-
tively, than for similar established start-up schools with nonclass-
room-based instruction.  The scores for conversion schools with
nonclassroom-based instruction (a very small group) and for start-
up schools with only classroom-based instruction did not differ
significantly between new and established schools.

At the secondary school level, new schools generally performed bet-
ter than established ones.  New conversion schools had test scores
that were about 2 points higher than scores for similar established
conversion schools.  New start-up schools with nonclassroom-based
instruction had test scores 5 and 4 points higher in reading and
math, respectively, than similar established charter schools with
nonclassroom-based instruction.  In contrast, new start-up schools
with only classroom-based instruction had test scores 1 and 2 points
lower in reading and math, respectively, than scores for similar es-
tablished start-up schools.

The relative success of many new charter schools raises important
questions of how they differ from established schools and whether
these strong achievement results will persist.  Although the analysis
controls for observed background factors that are known to affect
achievement, the strong performance of new start-up schools may
reflect important unobserved differences in the students attending
new and established start-up schools.  For example, if a greater
number of motivated parents are drawn to new schools than to es-
tablished ones, then this factor might explain the pattern that we ob-
serve in the data.  These issues could be better separated if we had
longitudinally linked student data and a baseline achievement
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measure for a student before entering a charter school.  In the next
section, we examine charter school performance with longitudinally
linked student data, but we do not have a sufficient variety of charter
school types to further explore the issues of new and established
start-up schools.

LONGITUDINALLY LINKED STUDENT-LEVEL DATA

The last approach uses individual-level data collected for this study
from six school districts with large numbers of charter schools.  The
variables are similar to those of the individual-level data provided by
CDE, but the district data include an individual identifier that allows
the tracking of individual achievement scores from year to year.14

The analysis using individual student tracking data provides our best
estimates of the effects of charter schools.  By tracking student scores
over time, the analysis adjusts for unmeasured student factors that
may predispose a student’s success or failure in a particular school.
The analysis assesses whether students in charter schools are per-
forming better or worse than comparable students in conventional
public schools, given each student’s background characteristics.  The
approach isolates the contribution of charter status to student
achievement.

A limitation of the approach is that the data were available for only a
limited number of districts.  As part of the study, we tried to acquire
data containing student identifiers from ten prominent districts with
charter schools, but four were unable to provide data.  It was beyond
the scope of the project to collect data from all districts with any
charter schools.

The district-level data contain only a few charter secondary schools
or schools offering nonclassroom-based instruction.  Table 3.2 shows

______________ 
14Rouse (1998a, 1998b) uses a similar methodology to examine the effects of private
school vouchers on student achievement in Milwaukee.   Hanushek et al. (2002) use
longitudinally linked student data to examine the effects of charter schools on aca-
demic performance in Texas schools.  They find that the academic performance of
students in charter schools is not significantly different from that of similar students in
conventional public schools.
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Table 3.2

Profile of School Districts

Chula Vista Elementary
Elementary school students only
34 conventional, 4 conversion, 1 start-up
No nonclassroom-based instruction
In 2002, 13,138 conventional and 2,573 charter school students tested (grades 2

through 5)
Fresno Unified

Only 84 charter school students in secondary school, so restricted analysis to
elementary schools

62 conventional, 2 conversion, 1 start-up
Start-up offers nonclassroom-based instruction
In 2002, 24,628 conventional and 482 charter school students tested (grades 2

through 5)
Los Angeles Unified

Substantial charter representation in elementary and secondary school
Elementary:   476 conventional, 21 conversion, and 6 start-up
No nonclassroom-based instruction
In 2002, 234,107 conventional and 9,977 charter elementary school students tested

Napa Valley Unified
Few charter students in secondary schools (1 charter middle school), so restricted

analysis to elementary schools
17 conventional, 3 conversion, 0 start-up
No nonclassroom-based instruction
In 2001, 3,856 conventional and 1,167 charter school students tested (grades 2

through 5)
San Diego City Unified

Substantial charter representation in elementary and secondary schools
Elementary:   124 conventional, 2 conversion, and 6 start-up; secondary school:  44

conventional, 4 conversion, and 2 start-up
1 start-up school offers nonclassroom-based instruction
In 2001, 38,686 conventional and 972 charter elementary school students tested and

44,378 conventional and 4,315 secondary school students tested
West Covina Unified

Only 1 charter school that includes grades K–8; no secondary school charters, so
restricted analysis to elementary schools

Elementary:  25 conventional, 0 conversion, and 1 start-up
Start-up does not offer nonclassroom-based instruction
In 2002, 2,833 conventional and 497 charter school students tested (grades 2

through 5)

NOTE:  The table was constructed from  district student-level data.

a profile of the districts that provided data with student-level identi-
fiers.  Only Los Angeles Unified and San Diego City Unified had sub-
stantial numbers of students in charter secondary schools, so our
analysis was restricted to elementary schools except for those two
districts.  Nonclassroom-based instruction is offered only in one
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start-up school in Fresno Unified and one in San Diego City Unified.
As a result, our analysis of the district-level data is not representative
of the various charter schools in the state and we cannot compare
the performance of schools offering classroom and nonclassroom-
based instruction.

The results in Figure 3.5 show that the patterns of academic
achievement are quite similar for conventional public and charter
schools.  In math, charter school students score 0.7 and 0.4 per-
centile points lower in elementary and secondary school, respec-
tively, than do students with comparable backgrounds in conven-
tional public schools.  The reading scores of charter secondary
school students are 0.7 percentile points higher than for comparable

41.5

46.4

38.8

43.9

41.4

45.7

39.1

43.5

50

45

40

35
Elementary

reading
Elementary

math
Secondary

reading
Secondary

math

P
er

ce
nt

ile

RAND MR1700-3.5

Conventional public schools Charter schools

    NOTES:  The results are based on pooled district student-level data.  The model 
is described in Appendix C and the regression results are reported in Table C.9.  
The difference between elementary school reading scores in conventional public and 
charter schools is not statistically significant at the 5 percent level.  Other 
comparisons between conventional public and charter schools are statistically 
significant at the 5 percent level.

Figure 3.5—Adjusted Average Stanford 9 Test Scores for
Pooled District Data



56 Charter School Operations and Performance:  Evidence from California

students in conventional public schools.  For elementary school stu-
dents, charter status has no statistically significant effect on reading
scores.

Overall, the analysis shows that charter school students are keeping
pace with comparable students in conventional public schools.  The
longitudinal tracking of students from school to school provides
precise controls for student characteristics that affect student
achievement.  The district-level results suggest that much of the dif-
ference in achievement from statewide individual data (see Figure
3.2) was related to unobserved student factors.  The stronger controls
for these unobserved factors with longitudinal data virtually elimi-
nate the small differences in the analysis of the statewide data.
Longitudinal data are not available for the whole state, however, so
some of the differences between Figures 3.2 and 3.5 may reflect dif-
ferences between the districts providing longitudinal student data
and other districts in the state.

We also examine how charter type affects academic performance
using the student-level data from the school districts.  The district
contained few nonclassroom-based schools, so we were unable to
examine this factor with the longitudinally linked data.  Only in the
large Los Angeles Unified and San Diego City Unified districts were
there sufficient numbers of conversion and start-up schools to exam-
ine whether these types of schools had differing effects on student
achievement.  In both cases, the focus was restricted to elementary
schools.15   In Los Angeles Unified, elementary school reading scores
for conversion and start-up schools were not statistically different
from scores for conventional public schools.  Math scores for con-
version schools were 0.6 percentile point above the scores for con-
ventional public schools, but start-up schools scored 1.5 percentile
points below conventional public schools.16  In San Diego City Uni-
fied, the gap between conversion and start-up schools is wider.  In
reading, conversion school students scored 2.2 percentile points
higher than comparable students in conventional public schools,

______________ 
15The details are documented in Appendix C, and the results are reported in Table
C.15.
16The start-up school effect in math is measured imprecisely, so the effect is not sig-
nificantly different from that of conventional public schools.  The start-up school ef-
fect is significantly less than that of conversion schools, however.
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whereas start-up school students scored 1.7 percentile points lower
than comparable students in conventional public schools.  Math
students in start-up schools scored about 2.9 percentile points lower
than comparable students in either conversion or conventional pub-
lic schools.

Summarizing across the three methods, we generally found compa-
rable scores for charter schools relative to conventional public
schools.  Only when charter schools are broken down by charter type
do significant differences appear.  Most strikingly, we found that
nonclassroom-based schools performed significantly lower than
conventional public schools and classroom-based schools performed
slightly higher in certain subjects.

However, it should be noted that our analysis examines student
achievement only as measured by test scores.  Obviously, the quality
of schools cannot be entirely captured through test scores.  Other
important indicators of school performance could include dropout
rates or parental satisfaction.17  Because of data limitations and bud-
get constraints, we were not able to focus on these outcomes.18

COMPETITIVE EFFECT OF CHARTER SCHOOLS

A potential factor distorting the measured performance of charter
schools is the effect that they may have on the performance of con-
ventional public schools.  Charter school advocates often argue that
competitive pressure from charter schools may induce conventional
public schools to improve their performance (Bettinger, 2002).  If
achievement does increase at conventional public schools, then the
gap between charter and conventional public school achievement

______________ 
17Gill et al. (2001) suggest that by examining parental satisfaction, it is possible to cap-
ture the indirect effects of a variety of dimensions including discipline, safety, and op-
portunities for parental involvement.  In their review of the literature, they find that
charter schools generally have a very high level of parental satisfaction relative to con-
ventional schools.  However, there is a possible selection bias in these prior studies
that is generally not accounted for.  Charter school parents choose the school their
children attend, whereas parents in conventional public schools often take a more
passive role in school selection.  Therefore, charter school parents may be justifying
their choice when rating their parental satisfaction.
18However, our survey suggested that there are no significant differences in dropout
rates between charter and conventional public schools.
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scores would understate the total effect of charter schools on student
achievement.

There is little direct evidence on how conventional public schools re-
spond to charters.  Bettinger (2002) examines the effects of Michigan
charter schools on neighboring pubic schools and finds little or no
changes in test scores.  Hsieh and Urquiola (2002) examined various
measures of student achievement and found no evidence that
greater school choice in a voucher program in Chile increased stu-
dent performance.  Cullen et al. (2000) analyzed the effects of open
enrollment on high school dropout rates in Chicago public schools.
They find that students move in response to open enrollment but
that choice does not alter the overall tendency of students to com-
plete high school.

In California, a conventional public school may reexamine its educa-
tional program if students are drawn to a nearby charter.  Any sub-
stantive changes may be limited by school resources, personnel, and
district policies, however, so there is no compelling reason to expect
a quick transformation.19

Because few students enroll in charters, few conventional public
schools face the direct pressure of their students leaving for a charter
school alternative.  Only about 38 percent of all students are enrolled
in a district with at least one charter school.  The average share of
students enrolled in charter schools for these districts is only 3.3 per-
cent.  In total, only about 2.5 percent of elementary and secondary
school students are enrolled in charter schools.

The indirect effects of charter schools on conventional public
schools are harder to quantify.  The success of a distant charter
school or the mere threat of a charter school movement could create
some pressure for improved performance of a conventional public

______________ 
19In a review of the literature, Gill et al. (2001) suggest that the competitive effects can
manifest in four ways:  (1) Market competition of students (and the associated re-
sources) will induce improvement within the schools, (2) innovation will induce imi-
tation, (3) choice programs will drain conventional public schools of the high-achiev-
ing students and, therefore, will reduce the positive peer effects within these schools,
and (4) choice programs will permit the most motivated parents to exit the system, re-
ducing parental pressure to improve current conventional public schools.
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school.  These indirect pressures are confounded with other pres-
sures from parents, teachers, administrators, and public officials,
however, so the net effect of remote or potential charter schools on
conventional public schools is unclear.

One of the most measurable ways in which charter schools can influ-
ence conventional public schools is through the competition for stu-
dents.  From our survey, 49.3 percent of our matched conventional
public schools said that they have students in the local attendance
area who attend charter schools.  This competition may stimulate
low-performing conventional public schools to improve through op-
erational changes.  Table 3.3 displays the responses from matched
conventional public schools to a survey question asking what type of
an effect charter schools have had on several categories.  Generally,
conventional public school principals responded that charter
schools have had very little effect across the different categories.
Only two categories—financial security and ability to attract and re-
tain students—had more than 10 percent of conventional public
schools say that charter schools had something other than “no ef-
fect.”

We also asked the matched conventional public school principals if
the charter schools have caused any changes in the operational poli-
cies of the school or district.  Table 3.4 displays the responses.  Again,
the principals generally responded that charter schools have not had

Table 3.3

The Effect of Charter Schools on Matched Conventional Public Schools

How Have Charter Schools Affected Your School? (%)

No.
Very

Positive
Somewhat

Positive
No

Effect
Somewhat
Negative

Very
Negative

Financial security 177 0.6 0.8 81.9 14.4 5.5
Ability to acquire

necessary resources 177 0.0 0.5 93.1 6.2 0.2
Teacher recruitment and

retention 177 0.0 0.4 94.1 4.4 1.1
Ability to attract and

retain students 177 0.0 1.2 84.6 12.7 1.4
Ability to educate

students 177 0.0 3.4 95.2 1.4 0.0
Parental satisfaction 178 0.6 7.9 88.0 3.4 0.0

SOURCES:  2002 RAND charter school and matched conventional public school
surveys.
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Table 3.4

The Effect of Charter Schools on Matched Conventional Public Schools
or Their Respective Districts

Effect No.
%

Agree
Restructured compensation to teachers 82 4.7
Restructured hiring/firing/discipline policies of teachers 88 6.2
Changed curriculum 91 4.8
Changed instructional practices 90 11.6
Changed professional development 90 6.7

SOURCES:  2002 RAND charter school and matched conventional public school
surveys.

much effect on operational practices.  The only category in which
more than 10 percent of conventional public schools have made
changes is instructional practices, with 11.6 percent of principals re-
sponding that they had made a change.

Together, Tables 3.3 and 3.4 suggest that conventional public schools
have not felt much of a competitive effect from charter schools and
have not changed their operational practices significantly.  This
would suggest that there would be very little competitive effects in
the student achievement of conventional public schools, which
provides more confidence in the results provided in this chapter.

SUMMARY

School-Level Analysis of API Scores

• The school-level API analysis does not indicate a significant dif-
ference between charter and conventional public schools.  How-
ever, many charter schools were missing from the dataset and
the aggregation at the school level reduces the precision of our
analysis.

Statewide Nonlongitudinal Student Data

• The statewide student-level analysis shows that charter elemen-
tary and secondary school students are performing slightly lower
than their conventional public school counterparts in math.
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They have comparable reading scores at the elementary grade
level, but they do slightly worse at the secondary grade level.

• The results also show that the performance of charter schools
varies substantially with the type of classroom offerings avail-
able.  Charter schools that offer nonclassroom-based instruction
have much lower test scores for comparable students than either
conventional public schools or other charter schools.

• Secondary school students in start-up schools with only class-
room-based instruction outperform their counterparts in both
conventional public schools and conversion schools.

• Elementary school reading scores for comparable students in
conversion and start-up schools are 1 percentile point higher
than for comparable conventional public school students, but
elementary school math scores are about 1 point lower for these
charter schools than for conventional public schools.

• Achievement results differed little with charter age for most types
of schools.  Among start-ups with nonclassroom-based instruc-
tion, however, students in new schools were outperforming
comparable students in established schools.

Longitudinally Linked Student Data

• Charter school students tended to do slightly worse in math than
comparable students in both elementary and secondary schools.

• In reading, charter secondary school students scored slightly
higher than comparable students in conventional public schools,
but charter school status has no statistically significant effect on
elementary school reading scores.  Even the statistically signifi-
cant difference in achievement by charter status is less than 1
percentile point, however, so the main theme of the analysis is
that charter schools are keeping pace with conventional public
schools.

• Data limitations meant that district-level data were not useful for
comparing different types of charters.
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Competitive Effects of Charter Schools

• Public school principals reported that charter schools had no ef-
fect on their operations.
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Chapter Four

AUTHORIZATION, GOVERNANCE, AND OVERSIGHT OF
CHARTER SCHOOLS

Derrick Chau, Glenn Daley, and Brian Gill

INTRODUCTION

Chapter Two described the students who go to charter schools, and
Chapter Three reported on their academic performance.  This chap-
ter turns to our third research question, which addresses the rela-
tionship between chartering authorities and the charter schools that
they authorize. One rationale underlying the charter school law is
that these schools are to have more operational autonomy than con-
ventional public schools in exchange for greater accountability for
results.  The governance and oversight sections of this chapter di-
rectly explore this issue by investigating the patterns of autonomy
and accountability of charter schools relative to their chartering au-
thorities.

The analysis in this chapter relies primarily on results from the sur-
vey of chartering authorities and secondarily on the interviews con-
ducted as part of the case studies of charter schools and chartering
authorities.1  To a lesser extent, we also use results from the surveys
of charter schools and conventional public schools to provide alter-
native perspectives on governance and oversight.2

______________ 
1In both the survey responses and the interviews, chartering authority respondents
may be describing their relationships with multiple charter schools.
2See Appendix A for further descriptions of these surveys and Appendix B for the
mechanisms for examining differences.
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AUTHORIZATION OF CHARTER SCHOOLS

Chartering authorities approve the creation of charter schools—a
pivotal role in implementing charter school policy.  This section de-
scribes the chartering authorities and the processes they use to re-
view petitions.3  It presents data on the outcome of charter school
petitions, including rates of approval and denial. A hallmark of char-
ter school policy is that charters can be revoked, so this section also
examines the revocation of charters and the closure of charter
schools.

Description of Chartering Authorities

Unlike charter school laws in some states (e.g., Massachusetts), Cali-
fornia’s law allows for more than one type of chartering authority.
Potential chartering authorities include school districts, county
boards of education, and the state board of education.  The state
board of education can also charter entire school districts.4  Until re-
cent changes in the legislation, school districts could even grant
charters to schools operating outside districts’ geographic bound-
aries.

Because the California charter school law allows for different types of
chartering authorities, understanding the chartering process requires
an assessment of the level of charter-granting activity for each type of
organization.  Figure 4.1 shows that local school districts grant the
vast majority of the charters.  County boards of education and the
state board of education (SBE) have granted only a small percentage
of charters.  These percentages are similar to those reported in the
previous evaluation of California’s charter schools and are not sur-
prising, given that changes in the law in 1998 require that charter

______________ 
3Section 47605 in the charter school law presents general requirements for submitting
and reviewing charter petitions.
4California charter school law allows for the creation of districtwide charters in which
a district can convert all of its schools to charter schools under certain conditions (see
charter school legislation, section 47606).  These charter districts can choose to receive
funding through either the existing system or charter block grants (see legislation,
section 47664).  One charter district was included as a case study, which will be re-
ferred to when applicable.  The evaluation of charter districts was not a focus of this
study.  This chapter concentrates on the relationship between chartering authorities
and individual schools.
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Figure 4.1—Percentage of Charters Granted by Different Chartering
Authorities (n = 108)

applicants apply to a local school district before applying to a county
or state board of education.  The SBE can grant charters directly to
individual schools and to schools included in districtwide charters.
Fifteen schools are operating under seven SBE-approved districtwide
charters.  The SBE has granted charters directly to only three schools.

California’s charter school law is one of the few in the nation that
allows local school districts to authorize charter schools outside dis-
trict boundaries.  In the survey of charter school principals, 5.6 per-
cent responded that their schools are operating outside the geo-
graphic boundaries of their authorizing school district.  Because of
concerns over the ability of chartering authorities to oversee such
charter schools, the state recently revised the charter school legisla-
tion (AB 1994) to limit charters to the boundaries of the chartering
authority. Existing charter schools must comply with these changes
by either the end of their current charter terms or July 1, 2005,
whichever is later. Charter schools operating outside the boundaries
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of their charter authorizers must apply for a new charter to the cor-
rect local district or county or to the state board of education.

The charter-granting activity of chartering authorities can also be as-
sessed by examining how many charters each chartering authority
grants.  As Table 4.1 shows, most chartering authorities have ap-
proved only one charter school.  However, a handful of chartering
authorities have authorized a large percentage of the charter schools
in California.  Although only four of the responding chartering au-
thorities have authorized six or more charter schools each, those four
authorities oversee the same number of charter schools as the 77 re-
sponding authorities with only one charter school. Authorities that
have authorized six or more schools are mostly school districts in ur-
ban areas that serve large student populations.

Table 4.1

Number of Operating Charter Schools
Authorized by Chartering Authorities

No.
Authorized

% of
Chartering
Authorities

(n = 113)
1 68.5
2 16.7
3 5.6
4 3.7
5 1.9
6 or more 3.7

SOURCE:  2002 RAND chartering author-
ity survey.

Development and Evaluation of Charter Petitions

Chartering authorities have taken a variety of approaches to the pe-
tition and evaluation process, and these have evolved.  The charter
school law does not specify the role of authorities during the petition
and evaluation process, but it outlines the criteria that should be
used to evaluate charter petitions.

The development of a charter petition often involves informal inter-
actions between petitioners and the chartering authority before the
official submission of the petition.  Prospective charter school opera-
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tors sometimes test the waters by meeting with potential chartering
authorities to determine whether the authorities are amenable to
sponsoring a charter school.  After identifying a potential chartering
authority, petitioners may collaborate with it during the drafting of
the petition, so that substantial agreement exists before formal
submission.5

Chartering authorities sometimes take the initiative in the develop-
ment and revision of charter petitions.  One chartering authority in
our case studies holds regular informational meetings for people in-
terested in developing a charter school.  Developers who draft char-
ter petitions also meet regularly with personnel in this chartering au-
thority.  In one charter school we visited, the local school district was
the driving force in the development of the charter petition.  Person-
nel in the local district decided to design a “dream school” from the
ground up; those personnel were employed by the district to re-
search and write the charter petition and then became the organizers
of the charter school when it was approved.

Chartering authorities use criteria based on charter school legislation
and develop their own criteria to evaluate charter petitions.  The
charter school legislation identifies 15 elements required in charter
petitions; examples include a description of the educational pro-
gram, the measurable pupil outcomes to be assessed, and the gover-
nance structure.6  Survey responses indicate that approximately half
of chartering authorities have written guidelines or a scoring system
to determine whether to approve charter petitions.  In our case
studies, some of the chartering authorities based their evaluation
guidelines and scoring systems on the legislation; others developed
their own guidelines.  Some did not formalize any guidelines because
they did not expect to receive more petitions than the one that was
approved.  At the end of the process, the charter school legislation
requires public hearings and formal action by the governing board of
the chartering authority to approve a charter petition.7

______________ 
5These findings are derived from the case studies rather than the survey, so we cannot
tell how many of the state’s charter school petitioners have followed such strategies.
6See section 47605 in the Education Code, which lists all 15 elements.
7See section 47605.b in the Education Code.
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In our case studies, chartering authorities often depended on per-
sonnel outside the governing boards, with expertise in such areas as
finances and educational programs, to investigate the potential of
charter petitions and then present findings to the governing boards
for decision.  Public hearings were generally used as a way to involve
parents, community members, and teachers’ union representatives
in the evaluation of petitions.

Case study respondents indicated that the processes used to evaluate
charter petitions have changed over time.  They indicated that expe-
rience has helped their chartering authorities identify potential
problems with charter petitions.  Changes in the charter law, such as
funding and facilities requirements, have also changed the evalua-
tion process.  Chartering authorities that grant many charters have
developed more formal structures and rules for the evaluation of pe-
titions.

The Outcomes of Charter Petitions

The majority of chartering authorities with operating charter
schools—almost 64 percent—have received only one or two charter
petitions, as shown in Figure 4.2,8 whereas only a few chartering au-
thorities have received a large proportion of the total number of peti-
tions.  The three chartering authorities that have received nine or
more petitions account for 126 petitions, or 33 percent of the peti-
tions in our sample.  The chartering authorities that have received 14
or more petitions are all school districts that operate a large number
of conventional public schools.

Of the charter petitions submitted, about 69 percent have been ap-
proved, as shown in Table 4.2.  About 56 percent of approved peti-
tions and are still operating.  About 9 percent of petitions had been
approved but the schools were not yet operating at the time of our

______________ 
8Chartering authority surveys were distributed only to authorities that currently have
operating charter schools.  Districts and counties that do not have operating charter
schools may also have received charter petitions, but our sample does not include
these.  For instance, a principal in one of our case studies explained that his charter
had been denied by two school districts before it was approved by a county board of
education.  Those two school districts were not surveyed because they do not have
charter schools; however, they have received at least one charter petition.
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Figure 4.2—Distribution of the Chartering Authorities, by Number of
Petitions Received

Table 4.2

Outcome and Number of Petitions Submitted to Chartering
Authorities That Have Operating Charter Schools

Outcome of Petition
No. of

Petitions
% of

Petitions
Approved and still operating 228 56.4
Approved but not yet operating 36 8.9
Approved but later revoked 5 1.2
Approved but later closed 12 3.0
Pending 49 12.1
Denied 42 10.4
Not valid because it was withdrawn

before approval 29 7.2
Other 3 0.7

SOURCE:  2002 RAND chartering authority survey.
NOTE.  The total number of charter petitions for this item (404)
was based on the sum of all responses to the outcomes of petitions.
This is greater than the number of petitions cited in Table 4.1 (380).
Percentages were based on the total for this item (404).
Sample size:  108 chartering authorities.
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survey.  These are most likely charter schools that were approved af-
ter the fall of 2001 and did not begin to serve students until the fall of
2002.  Issues related to the denial of petitions as well as the revoca-
tion or closing of charter schools are discussed in the following sec-
tions.

Closed or Revoked Charter Schools

As shown in Table 4.2, only about 4 percent of approved charter peti-
tions have resulted in closed schools or revoked charters.9  This study
did not investigate the reasons for charter school closures as distinct
from revocations.  However, a national report on charter school clo-
sures found that most in California resulted from mismanagement or
financial problems (Center for Education Reform, 2003).  In our sur-
vey of chartering authorities, we learned that the situations that have
prompted revocations included financial irregularities, failure to
comply with terms of the charter, failure to comply with state or fed-
eral laws, and parental complaints.

Denied Charter Petitions

Chartering authorities with operating charter schools have denied
approximately 10 percent of charter petitions.  However, this per-
centage understates the true rate of denials, because the survey does
not include chartering authorities that have denied all applications.
This percentage also masks informal denials and petitions that were
never formally submitted because they were informally discouraged
or rejected during the presubmission interactions between petition-
ers and chartering authorities.

In the original 1992 charter school law, chartering authorities were
not required to provide reasons for denying charters.  Amendments
to the law now require written reasons for denial of a charter peti-
tion, describing the specific facts to support at least one of five rea-
sons for denial presented in Education Code 47605.b.  These reasons
and their frequencies of use appear in Table 4.3.  The five reasons for

______________ 
9The revocation of a charter does not necessarily mean that the school ceases to exist;
some conversion schools have been converted back to conventional public schools.
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Table 4.3

Number of Times Chartering Authorities with Operating
Charter Schools Cited Reasons for Denying Petitions

Reason for Denial

No. of Times
Reason Used

to Deny a
Petition

Unsound educational program 26
Demonstrably unlikely to succeed 24
Did not contain reasonably comprehensive descriptions

of the required 15 elements (A–O elements)a 22
Did not contain an affirmation of each of the four

conditions described in Education Code 47605.db 11
Inadequate number of required signatures 2
Other 3

SOURCE:  2002 RAND chartering authority survey.
NOTE:  Chartering authorities could cite multiple reasons for the denial of
petitions.
aRefers to the 15 required elements of a charter petition as specified in
Education Code 47605, including descriptions of the educational program,
the governance structure, and the method by which student outcomes will
be measured.
bRefers to the conditions described in Education Code 47605.d, which in-
clude operating principles that are nonsectarian and nondiscriminatory as
well as requirements related to open student enrollment and admissions.

denial are rather broad to allow chartering authorities latitude in
their decisions.  Additional research would be necessary to elaborate
further on specific reasons for the denial of petitions.

GOVERNANCE OF CHARTER SCHOOLS

We turn now to the governance of charter schools in terms of their
relationships with chartering authorities.  A main policy element of
the charter school law is the greater governing responsibility and
freedom allowed to these schools as compared to conventional pub-
lic schools.  One indicator of the effective implementation of the
charter school law would be schools that are indeed more au-
tonomous than their conventional public school counterparts.  Our
research finds that charter schools do tend to have more autonomy
but that the degree of such autonomy varies among schools.
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Dependent and Independent Charter Schools

The terms “dependent” and “independent” do not appear in the
charter school law and have no formal definitions, yet they are widely
used in California to describe relationships that charter schools have
with their chartering authorities.  In preliminary interviews and dis-
cussions with our advisory panel of charter school experts, we al-
lowed respondents to provide their own definitions of dependent
and independent schools.  This allowed the respondents to answer
items relating to governance and oversight differently for their de-
pendent and independent charter schools.10

As part of our survey, we did ask the chartering authorities to define
dependent and independent charter schools.  In their responses,
many defined dependent charter schools as relying on the district for
services and receiving funds through the district.  Many authorities
defined independent charters as being fiscally autonomous from
their chartering authorities and receiving funds directly from the
state.  These definitions were similar to the ones in the previous
evaluation of California’s charter schools, which stated that depen-
dent charter schools were subject to district policies and procedures,
except where they sought waivers, whereas independent charter
schools made most of their own programmatic, personnel, and fi-
nancial decisions.  Although neither legally specified nor universally
acknowledged, these working definitions appear to be justified by
our findings on charter school operations discussed in following sec-
tions.

Our survey of chartering authorities indicates that approximately 43
percent define their charter schools as either dependent or indepen-
dent.  The other 57 percent do not define their relationships with
charter schools using these terms.  Only about 7 percent of charter-
ing authorities have granted charters to both dependent and inde-
pendent charter schools, not surprising since most chartering au-

______________ 
10We grouped undefined charter schools with independent charter schools to reduce
the complexity of survey items for respondents.  If undefined charter schools are more
like dependent than independent schools, this would understate any differences be-
tween them.  However, we found strong differences between them in spite of this po-
tential underestimation.  In survey questions on governance, we did not make distinc-
tions between start-up and conventional public schools or between classroom-based
and nonclassroom-based schools.
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thorities have granted only one charter.  About 18 percent of charter-
ing authorities have only independent charter schools, and a similar
percentage have only dependent charter schools.

Legal Liability in Charter Schools

The greater independence envisioned for charter schools also means
greater responsibility, which also implies liability.  Liability affects
governance, since the party bearing the liability will typically insist
on more authority.  When the charter school law was passed in 1992,
charter schools were new organizations whose legal relationships
with the existing education system had no clear precedent.

One means of clarifying these relationships was the development of
the memorandum of understanding (MOU), usually separate docu-
ments from the charters, that define liability of charter schools and
their chartering authorities. About 67 percent of charter schools re-
sponded that they have MOUs with their chartering authorities.  In
interviews, personnel in charter schools and chartering authorities
explained that MOUs are designed to be comprehensive in address-
ing issues related to the regular operation of schools.  Some of the is-
sues addressed in these MOUs pertain to personnel, facilities, special
education, fiscal control, and school governance.  In several case
studies, charter school principals stated that they do not have MOUs
with their chartering authorities, and legal liability for problems fell
on the schools.

Table 4.4 indicates that independent or undefined charter schools
are much more likely than the chartering authority to assume liabil-
ity.11  In strong contrast, legal liability for dependent charter schools
either falls mostly on chartering authorities or is shared by both
schools and authorities.

Special education claims are the area where both types of charter
schools accept the least liability relative to their chartering authori-
ties.  Legal liability surrounding special education claims may differ
from liability in the other areas because Special Education Learning

______________ 
11These answers represent the perceptions of survey respondents and are not legal
expert opinions or case decisions.  Very little case law has developed in this area, so
these perceptions of relative liability are largely untested in court.
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Table 4.4

Placement of Legal Liability Between Charter Schools and
Chartering Authorities for a Variety of Areas According to

the Charter, Memorandum of Understanding, or
Other Written Policies

(in percent)

Charter
School

Chartering
Authority Both

Not
Specified

in Writing
Don’t
Know

Independent or Undefined Charter Schools (n = 86)a

Health and safety issues 67.4 13.9 13.9 4.6 0
Harassment claims 66.3 13.9 10.5 8.1 1.2
Financial obligations 64.4 19.5 13.8 1.2 1.2
Civil rights issues 62.8 13.9 12.8 9.3 1.2
Special education claims 34.9 31.4 32.6 1.2 0

Dependent Charter Schools (n = 33)
Health and safety issues 27.3 30.3 33.3 3.0 6.1
Harassment claims 28.1 28.1 18.7 18.7 6.2
Financial obligations 33.3 35.4 24.2 3.0 3.0
Civil rights issues 27.2 30.3 18.1 18.1 6.0
Special education claims 9.1 39.4 39.4 6.1 6.1

SOURCE:  2002 RAND chartering authority survey.
aIn the survey, chartering authorities responded to the questions for dependent
and independent or undefined charter schools.  Many chartering authorities do
not define charter schools as either dependent or independent.

Plan Areas (SELPAs), rather than chartering authorities, have re-
sponsibility for governing special education for most charter schools.
Issues related to special education services and governance are dis-
cussed in greater detail in Chapter Eight.

Charter School Autonomy

Our surveys asked chartering authorities and school principals about
their levels of control over various areas of school operations.  This
section first presents results from the survey of chartering authori-
ties, which indicate that chartering authorities overall exercise less
control over charter schools than over conventional public schools.
Chartering authorities also have less control over all areas of gover-
nance for independent charter schools than for dependent ones.
The section ends with results from principals confirming that charter
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schools overall are provided with greater autonomy than conven-
tional public schools.

Table 4.5 shows that chartering authorities exercise less control over
charter schools than over conventional public schools.  The small
percentages of chartering authorities that exercise more control over

Table 4.5

Levels of Chartering Authority Control over Independent and Dependent
Charter Schools Compared to Control over Conventional Public

Schools for Different Types of School Operations
(percentage of chartering authorities responding

for each type of charter school)

No.
No

Control
Less

Control
Same

Control
More

Control
Independent

Student disciplinary policies* 87 60.9 23.0 16.1 0
Professional development 87 56.3 27.6 16.1 0
Staff hiring, discipline, and

dismissal*

87 55.2 23.0 21.9 0

Student assessment policies
except state-mandated tests*

87 49.4 23.0 27.6 0

Staff salaries and benefits* 87 47.1 20.7 32.2 1.1
Budgetary expenses, other than

salaries and benefits*

87 47.1 20.7 32.2 0

Curriculum** 86 40.7 39.5 19.8 0
Special education* 86 23.3 22.1 50.0 4.7

Dependent
Student disciplinary policies* 3 24.2 36.3 36.3 3.0
Professional development 3 27.3 30.3 39.4 3.0
Staff hiring, discipline, and

dismissal*

3 15.2 33.3 45.5 6.1

Student assessment policies
except state-mandated tests*

3 5.1 33.3 48.5 3.0

Staff salaries and benefits* 33 21.2 18.2 54.6 6.1
Budgetary expenses, other than

salaries and benefits*

32 12.5 21.9 55.3 9.4

Curriculum** 33 18.2 39.4 39.4 3.0
Special education* 33 0 12.1 75.8 12.1

SOURCE:  2002 RAND chartering authority survey.
*Indicates percentages that are statistically different from matched conven-
tional public school percentages at the 1 percent level.
**Indicates percentages that are statistically different from matched conven-
tional public school percentages at the 5 percent level.



76 Charter School Operations and Performance:  Evidence from California

charter schools indicate that most charter schools have at least the
same amount of control over various school operations as conven-
tional public schools do.  Especially in the areas of student disci-
plinary policies and professional development, the majority of char-
tering authorities are providing charter schools with more control
than conventional public schools.

Chartering authorities exercise more control over dependent charter
schools than over independent and undefined charter schools.  For
both dependent and independent schools, chartering authorities re-
tain a greater degree of control over special education than other ar-
eas.  In addition, about 70 percent of chartering authorities with
dependent charter schools require collective bargaining contracts for
their school teachers, whereas only about 26 percent of chartering
authorities with independent or undefined charter schools require
their teachers to be covered by such contracts.  Overall, these results
indicate that dependent and independent charter schools have
significantly different relationships with their chartering authorities,
and that dependent charter schools are operated much more like
conventional public schools than are independent or undefined
charter schools.

It is important to consider not only the views of chartering authori-
ties but also the perspectives of individual school principals regard-
ing control over governance.  Results in Table 4.6 indicate that char-
ter school principals perceive that they have a greater degree of
control than do the principals of matched public schools for all of the
items included on the survey.12  The majority of charter school prin-
cipals responded that they have full control (a rating of 4) for all six
areas of control.

In spite of the near universal perception of greater control on the
part of principals, case studies of charter schools and interviews with
chartering authority personnel indicate that charter schools vary
greatly with respect to their degrees of control.  The degree of auton-
omy granted to charter schools is negotiated on an individual basis
between charter schools and their respective chartering authorities.
For instance, one start-up school was provided almost complete

______________ 
12The charter school principal survey did not ask whether schools had independent or
dependent relationships with their chartering authorities.
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Table 4.6

Levels of School Control on a Scale of 1 (No Control) to 4
(Full Control)

Area of Control
Charter
School

Matched
Conventional
Public School

Staff salaries and benefits 2.9* 1.5
Curriculum 3.6* 2.6
Budgetary expenses, other than

salaries and benefits 3.6* 2.9
Staff hiring, discipline, and dismissal 3.5* 2.8
Student assessment policies (except

state-mandated tests) 3.6* 3.1
Student disciplinary policies 3.7* 3.2

SOURCES:  2002 RAND charter school and matched conventional
public school surveys.
*Indicates percentages that are statistically different from matched
conventional public school percentages at the 1 percent level.

autonomy over all aspects of school operations and curriculum.  An-
other was converted from an existing conventional public school to
preserve its unique curriculum while the chartering authority main-
tained control over all other school operations.  As a district adminis-
trator explained, “everything looks the same just like our other
schools” except for the curriculum.  Other case studies provide ex-
amples between these two extremes of autonomy.

To summarize, charter schools appear to have more control over
their own operations than do conventional public schools, but they
vary considerably in their degree of control over specific areas.  In-
dependent charter schools (and those not identified as dependent or
independent) have more autonomy than dependent charter schools.
More specifically, independent charter schools are more likely to be
legally liable for school operations and to have greater control over
most areas of school operations, with special education being the
notable exception.

OVERSIGHT OF CHARTER SCHOOLS

A challenge facing chartering authorities is the monitoring and over-
sight of schools.  Because charter schools have more autonomy than
conventional public schools, chartering authorities must develop
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new mechanisms for holding them accountable for elements defined
in their charters.  A recent study conducted by the California State
Auditor (2002) was critical of the quality of oversight by several
chartering authorities.  In contrast to that report, the present study
surveyed all chartering authorities with operating charter schools.
This evidence indicates that chartering authorities monitor depen-
dent and independent charter schools in different ways.

Characteristics of Chartering Authority Oversight of Charter
Schools

Oversight of charter schools can include school visits, evaluations of
educational goals, and demands for information from schools.  This
section examines the extent to which chartering authorities use these
procedures and explores whether some types of charter schools re-
ceive greater scrutiny than others.

Our interviews show that the primary tool for measuring achieve-
ment of educational goals is standardized tests, but other tools are
also employed. Personnel in several chartering authorities reported
using a variety of other methods of assessing charter school progress
toward educational goals, such as the Academic Performance Index,
graduation rates, and other methods that districts use to oversee
their conventional public schools.  In one chartering authority, per-
sonnel with expertise in special education and curriculum methods
visit charter schools as a way to assess progress toward educational
goals.

Our survey asked respondents in chartering authorities about a
number of different methods they may use to monitor charter
schools.  Survey responses indicate that chartering authorities con-
duct financial audits of their charter schools at least once per year.
They conduct scheduled and unscheduled visits with dependent
charter schools more often than with independent or undefined
charter schools.  In addition, chartering authorities tend to monitor
site-based start-up schools more often than others, regardless of
their independent or dependent status.  Both survey and case study
data indicate that chartering authorities use unscheduled visits more
often than scheduled visits.  These unscheduled visits were used for
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informal monitoring of school practices rather than for formal re-
views of school progress.  For example, one chartering authority re-
spondent interacts with a charter school daily through visits, phone
calls, or electronic mail to ensure that “the charter is not discon-
nected from the” chartering authority.

Most chartering authorities make oversight an additional duty for
full-time staff, which is not surprising, since most authorities oversee
only one charter school.  About 70 percent of chartering authorities
have full-time staff assigned part time to charter school oversight.
Less than a quarter of chartering authorities have full-time staff who
oversee only charter schools.  A similar percentage have part-time
staff assigned to charter school oversight.  Personnel assigned to
oversee charter schools typically have additional responsibilities
such as overseeing special education programs, serving as a principal
or administrator in a charter school, or teaching at a charter school.

As Table 4.7 shows, a higher percentage of authorities require infor-
mation from dependent charter schools than from independent or
undefined charter schools, in some cases a much higher percentage,
in almost every category of information.  The requirements for in-
formation from both independent or undefined and dependent
charter schools are highest in the categories related to school fi-
nances, such as student attendance, financial reports, and liability
insurance, and in the categories where districts are otherwise held
accountable to the state, such as standardized test scores and
teacher credentialing.

Chartering Authority Actions Toward Charter Schools

Many types of situations have prompted chartering authorities to
take actions toward charter schools, as shown in Table 4.8.  Charter-
ing authorities frequently act on complaints, especially from parents.
One chartering authority used these complaints to support the revo-
cation of a charter.  Parent complaints regarding the governance
structure of a charter school led another chartering authority to re-
quire that the school clarify the role of its advisory board.

Many chartering authorities have taken actions related to finances
and compliance.  In three cases, financial irregularities resulted in
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Table 4.7

Types of Information That Chartering Authorities Require from
Independent or Undefined and Dependent Charter Schools

Type of Information

% Requiring
Information from
Independent or

Undefined Charter
Schools

% Requiring
Information from

Dependent
Charter Schools

Student attendance data 90.7 96.4
Financial reports or budgets 85.3 96.4
Standardized achievement test data 82.7** 100.0
School calendar and schedule 81.3 89.2
Evidence of liability insurance 76.0 67.9
Evidence of teacher credentialing 74.7** 92.9
Curriculum information 68.0 85.7
Evidence of adequacy/safety of facilities 54.7 57.1
Student demographic information 53.3** 78.6
Student admission data 50.7* 82.1
Graduation/promotion rates 37.3 53.6
Number of dropouts 37.3 42.9
Student discipline information 26.7 46.4
Number of transfers 21.3** 42.9
Parent satisfaction survey 21.3 25.0
Student grades 18.7* 46.4
Portfolios of student work 17.3 28.6

SOURCE:  2002 RAND chartering authority survey.
NOTES:  In the survey, chartering authorities responded to the questions for
dependent and independent or undefined charter schools.  For conventional public
schools, many of these categories of information are routinely maintained by districts
rather than by schools.  If a district also maintains such information for its dependent
charter schools, it might not have considered the information to be a reporting
requirement in responding to this question.  Thus, the percentages for dependent
schools might be underestimated.
*Indicates percentages that are statistically different at the 1 percent level.
**Indicates percentages that are statistically different at the 5 percent level.

the revocation of charters.  In interviews, personnel in several char-
tering authorities indicated that financial problems associated with
their charter schools would be grounds for the revocation of charters.
These problems could include financial mismanagement, negative
financial effect on the district because charter schools were attract-
ing a large percentage of students from the district, or declining
school revenue resulting from declining student enrollment in the
charter school.  Overall, chartering authorities used these situations
more often than others to justify the revocation of charters.
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Regarding educational issues, chartering authorities have investi-
gated schools because of low test scores, declining enrollment, stu-
dent disciplinary incidents, credit irregularities, and high dropout
rates.  These situations have prompted chartering authorities to in-
crease support and resources as well as supervision.  Declining en-
rollment particularly concerned several chartering authorities, be-
cause it would directly affect the income of the charter school and
would jeopardize the school’s financial viability.

In general, chartering authorities have begun to develop oversight
mechanisms for holding their charter schools accountable.  The
monitoring and information requirements placed on independent
charter schools by their chartering authorities are less stringent than
those placed on dependent charter schools.  Additional research
would be necessary to determine the reasons for these differences.
The continued and strong control of chartering authorities over de-
pendent charter schools implies that these schools have more direct
accountability to their authorities for school operations.  On the
other hand, independent charter schools rely less on their chartering
authorities for school operations, and these schools may be being
held accountable to other organizations such as state and county or-
ganizations.

SERVICES PROVIDED BY CHARTERING AUTHORITIES

In addition to granting and overseeing charters, most chartering au-
thorities provide administrative services to charter schools, as shown
in Table 4.9.  These services are generally provided to conventional
public schools by school districts.

SUMMARY

Below, we highlight some of the major findings from this chapter.

Authorization

• The vast majority of charters are granted by school districts; only
a few are authorized by county or state boards of education.
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Table 4.9

Chartering Authority Provision of Administrative Services to
Charter Schools

Type of Service

% of Charter
Schools

Receiving
Services
(n = 252)

% of Chartering
Authorities
Providing
Services
(n = 106)

Payroll 67 66
Assistance in meeting federal or

state regulations 65 79
Administrative support to apply for

and maintain categorical funding 58 70
Bookkeeping 54 60
Budget preparation 48 58

SOURCES:  2002 RAND charter school and chartering authority surveys.

• About two-thirds of chartering authorities have only one charter
school, but a small number of authorities account for a substan-
tial proportion of charters.

• Petition evaluation processes vary substantially.  Some have for-
mal processes that explicitly incorporate statutory requirements
and others do not.  Many authorities have so few applications
that they have little need for formal processes.

• Informal interactions between potential charter petitioners and
chartering authorities have played an important role in assessing
attitudes toward chartering, developing petition details, and
reaching agreements in principle even before formal petitions
are submitted.

• Authorities with approved charter schools report that formal
denials are rare.

Governance

• As the law intends, charter schools have greater control over de-
cisions and policies than conventional public schools do.

• Compared to independent or undefined charter schools, depen-
dent charter schools have less autonomy and are operated much
more like conventional public schools.
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• Independent or undefined charter schools tend to accept more
legal liability than their chartering authorities, whereas depen-
dent charter schools tend to accept about the same legal liability
as their chartering authorities.  Both independent and depen-
dent charter schools have less control over, and less liability for,
special education than other areas of operations.

Oversight

• Independent or undefined charter schools have less monitoring
and oversight than dependent charter schools, both in terms of
the information demanded and the frequency of monitoring ac-
tivity.

• For independent or undefined charter schools, only a few cate-
gories of information are routinely demanded by chartering au-
thorities.

• The most common causes of specific regulatory action by a char-
tering authority are complaints from parents and financial ir-
regularities.

• The most common action taken by chartering authorities in re-
sponse to a specific concern is an investigation of the school.
Other common responses include increased supervision and in-
creased support.

• Chartering authorities report revocation of only five charter
schools and closure of a handful of others.

Services

• Most charter schools rely on chartering authorities to assist with
a variety of administrative services.
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Chapter Five

CHARTER SCHOOL FINANCES AND FACILITIES
Cathy Krop

INTRODUCTION

This chapter discusses charter school funding, including the charter
school funding model, charter school participation in categorical aid
programs, private donations to charter schools, and charter school
expenditures.  In addition, the chapter describes charter school fa-
cilities including types of charter school facilities, how charter
schools finance facilities, and facilities challenges.  Finally, we exam-
ine other fiscal challenges facing charter schools.  The analysis is
based on the data from the chartering authority, charter school, and
conventional public school surveys along with CBEDS and J-200
data.

CHARTER SCHOOL FUNDING

Conventional public schools in California generally receive funding
through two means:  (1) revenue limit funding, which is general pur-
pose money allocated on the basis of average daily attendance (ADA)
at a school and (2) categorical aid, which is generally more restricted
funding for particular students or programs and is based on applica-
tion and eligibility.  In contrast, charter schools are funded under the
charter school funding model.1  The charter school funding model is

______________ 
1Before AB 544 (effective January 1, 1999), charter schools were funded under the tra-
ditional revenue limit model.  AB 544 required that the California Department of Edu-
cation propose a funding model for charter schools that would provide operational
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a block grant funding system that was established to meet the leg-
islative requirement to provide each charter school operational
funding equal to total funding received by a school district serving a
similar population.2  In addition, the model was to provide funding
in a simple manner.3

The charter school block grant funding model contains two block
grants:  (1) a general purpose entitlement in lieu of revenue limit
funding and (2) a block grant in lieu of some categorical funding.
Similar to the revenue limit allocation, both block grants are pro-
vided on an ADA basis calculated separately for each of four grade
ranges.  The general purpose block grant is based on comparable
revenue limit funding.  The funds are unrestricted and may be used
for any school purpose.  The categorical block grant is provided in
lieu of funding for many state categorical aid programs.4  Charter
schools are exempt from the program requirements of the individual
state categorical aid programs included in the block grant
calculation.  The federal government does not allow charter schools
any flexibility in the use of federal funds, so they must fully comply

_____________________________________________________________ 
funding equal to total funding received by a school district serving a similar pupil
population.  The model was to provide funding in a simple manner and, at the option
of the charter school, through local or direct allocation of funds.  The new funding
model, established by AB 115 in the 1999–00 state budget “education trailer bill,”
created a charter school block grant.  All new charter schools—those assigned
numbers after June 1, 1999—are funded under the charter school funding model.
Charters that were previously assigned numbers were allowed to continue to operate
through the 2001–02 school year under a district apportionment or to be funded
through the charter school funding model.  The exception to this is districtwide
charter schools, which retain the option to be funded under the revenue limit model
or the charter school funding model.
2Except that a charter school may not be funded as a necessary small school or a nec-
essary small high school whereas conventional public schools may be funded as nec-
essary small schools.  The California Education Code (42280–42289) sets out a small
school funding formula, based on a calculation that includes the number of students
and the number of full-time teachers,  that allows small schools to receive additional
basic revenue limit funding.
3California Education Code 47630.
4Therefore, a charter school is not eligible for separate funding for any state program
included in the block grant.  Charter schools must apply separately for categorical aid
programs not included in the block grant.
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with the conditions of federal programs.  As with the general purpose
entitlement, the funds provided in the categorical block grant may be
used for any purpose determined by the charter school.5

Table 5.1 shows the charter school block grant funding rates for the
2001–02 school year.  In general, the general purpose entitlement is
equal to the revenue limit funding provided to conventional public
schools for the 2001–02 school year.  It should be noted that the total
funding per ADA shown in Table 5.1 is not the total funding received
by charter schools.  Many of the largest federal and state categorical
aid programs fall outside the state categorical block grant and are ap-
plied for separately, as is discussed in greater detail below.

The charter school may choose to be funded through a local or direct
allocation of funds.  Under local funding, the charter school has its
funds deposited in the appropriate fund or account of the authoriz-
ing local educational agency.  Under direct funding, the charter
school has its funds deposited in the appropriate fund or account of
the charter school.  The decision on whether to be locally or directly
funded does not affect the amount of block grant funding provided

Table 5.1

Charter School Block Grant Estimated Funding Rates
per Student  in Average Daily Attendance, 2001–02

(in dollars)

Grade
Source K–3 4–6 7–8 9–12
General purpose 4,421 4,478 4,600 5,341
Categorical 309 317 232 294
Total 4,730 4,795 4,832 5,635

SOURCE:  California Department of Education.

______________ 
5These exemptions were intended to simplify the process of obtaining and maintain-
ing categorical aid for charter schools as well as to provide charter schools greater
freedom in decisions over the use of the funds.
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to the charter school.6  In addition, regardless of the funding deci-
sions a charter school makes, the oversight responsibilities of the
chartering authority do not change.  The chartering authority is still
responsible for assuring that the charter school is meeting all the
terms of its charter, including an annual audit.7

Meeting Legislative Requirements

Two important questions raised by the charter school funding model
are to what extent it meets the legislative requirements to provide
each charter school operational funding equal to total funding
received by a school district serving a similar population and
whether it provides funding in a simple manner.  According to our
surveys, the majority of charter school principals and chartering au-
thority representatives strongly agree or agree that the funding
model is simple (see Figure 5.1).8

Figure 5.2 shows that charter school principals are fairly evenly split
over whether the charter school funding model provides operational
funding equal to total funding received by a school district serving a

______________ 
6In general, local funding tends to be a more popular option with conversion schools
and those that rely on a district for fiscal services.  In addition, some districts prefer lo-
cal funding if they intend to help charter schools with cash flow, because of the sense
of control or recourse by handling the state dollars and passing them through.  Direct
funding tends to be a more popular option with start-up charter schools, possibly
giving them a greater sense of control as the money goes directly to them.  As a practi-
cal matter, the decision to be locally or directly funded may affect the level of admin-
istrative support in applying for and managing categorical aid programs that are not
included in the block grant.  This will be discussed in greater detail below.  In addition,
regardless of how the charter school is funded, the chartering authority may charge for
the actual costs of supervision, not to exceed 1 percent of a charter school’s revenues.
This limit becomes 3 percent if the charter school obtains “substantially rent-free
facilities from the chartering authority.”
7According to our survey, the majority of chartering authorities (70 percent) and char-
ter school principals (77 percent) strongly agree or agree that adequate oversight is
provided of their charter schools’ funds.  This is consistent across locally and directly
funded charter schools.
8Specifically, 70 percent of charter school principals strongly agree or agree and 75
percent of chartering authority representatives strongly agree or agree.  We examined
this question separately for conversion and start-up charter schools, small and large
charter schools, and classroom-based and nonclassroom-based charter schools.  In all
cases, the majority of charter schools strongly agreed or agreed with this statement.
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Figure 5.1—The Charter School Block Grant Funding Model
Satisfies the Legislative Requirement to Be Simple

similar population.9  Thirty-nine percent of charter school principals
strongly agree or agree and 38 percent of charter school principals
disagree or strongly disagree that the charter school model provides
equal funding.  The majority of chartering authority representatives
strongly agree or agree (58 percent) that the charter school model
does provide equal funding.

______________ 
9AB 544 required that the California Department of Education propose a funding
model that would provide each charter school operational funding equal to total
funding received by a school district serving a similar population.  Responses by prin-
cipals as to whether this condition has been met are likely a rough estimate.  First,
charter school principals do not observe other public school finances and so it is
difficult to make comparisons.  In addition, it is not entirely clear what “operational
funding” includes and different principals may interpret this differently.
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Figure 5.2—The Charter School Block Grant Funding Model Provides
at Least as Much Operational Funding as Would Be Available

to a Similar District Serving a Similar Pupil Population

Looking at the charter school principal responses in greater detail,
start-up charter school principals in particular strongly disagree or
disagree that the charter school model provides equal funding.10  As
Figure 5.2 shows, 43 percent of start-up charter school principals

______________ 
10We also examined responses separately for large and small charter schools and
classroom-based and nonclassroom-based charter schools.  In general, there were not
large differences between responses for these groups and responses for charter
schools as a whole.  The exception is that nonclassroom-based charter schools were
less likely to disagree or strongly disagree with the statement about equal funding (25
percent strongly disagree or disagree) than charter schools as a whole.
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strongly disagree or disagree that the charter school model provides
equal funding whereas only 19 percent of conversion charter school
principals strongly disagree or disagree.  These responses seem to be
driven in part by charter school categorical aid funding and charter
school facility funding, as will be discussed below.

Participation in Categorical Aid Programs

In the past, many charter schools have had great difficulty getting
their legally entitled share of state and federal categorical funds
(Sugarman, 2002; Powell et al., 1997).  The charter school categorical
block grant is intended to simplify the process of obtaining and
maintaining state categorical aid for charter schools as well as to al-
low charter schools freedom in the use of the funds.  This is very de-
sirable for charter schools both because the cash is more likely to be
received in a timely manner and because charter schools can avoid
the applications and reporting involved in obtaining funds from a
large number of small categorical aid programs (Sugarman, 2002).
Charter school operators are often unsophisticated in completing the
forms and carrying out the procedural activities that have taken dis-
tricts years to master.  In addition, charter schools may not have the
economies of scale to operate categorical aid programs on their own.
Approximately 30 state categorical aid programs are currently in-
cluded in the categorical block grant.11  It is important to note that
several state categorical aid programs and all federal categorical aid
programs—including several of the largest size categorical aid
programs such as K–3 Class Size Reduction, Transportation, Special
Education, and Title I funding for disadvantaged pupils—fall outside
the categorical block grant and require that charter schools apply
separately and adhere to the statutes and regulations that govern the
programs.12

______________ 
11Some of these programs are the Agricultural Vocational Education Incentive
Program, Apprentice Education, Beginning Teacher Support and Assessment System,
College Preparation Programs, Demonstration Programs in Intensive Instruction, Ed-
ucation Technology, and California Mentor Teacher Program.
12Nonblock grant programs include all federally funded programs such as Title I
funding for disadvantaged pupils, and other criteria-based state programs such as K–3
Class Size Reduction.  In addition, a charter school may not participate in new
categorical aid programs established in 1999–00 and beyond, unless the authorizing
legislation specifically includes eligibility for charter schools.
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The categorical block grant rates have declined over time largely be-
cause of  the removal of state programs from the block grant and the
expiration of or reduction in programs that previously contributed to
the block grant.  Table 5.2 provides the categorical block grant fund-
ing rates for the 2000–01 and 2001–02 school years.  Categorical block
grant funding is expected to decline sharply in the 2002–03 school
year because of several factors.  These include removing instruc-
tional materials funding from the block grant and requiring that
schools apply separately for such funding,13 shifting funding for sev-
eral categorical aid programs—including some in the charter school
block grant—across fiscal years because of state budget shortfalls,
and expiration of or reduction to other programs that previously
contributed toward the block grant.

Through the charter school and conventional public school surveys,
we sought to address a number of questions related to charter school
participation in categorical aid programs outside the block grant.
First, do charter schools participate in programs outside the block
grant?  If charter schools choose not to participate in these programs,
why?  And what are the barriers to participation in specific categori-
cal aid programs?

Comparing all charter schools to a matched sample of conventional
public schools suggests that charter school participation in many
categorical aid programs is at a significantly lower rate than
participation at conventional public schools.  Specifically, we asked
charter school and conventional public school principals about nine
relatively large state and federal categorical aid programs outside the
block grant:  whether they are currently receiving funding, have an

Table 5.2

Categorical Block Grant Funding, 2000–01 and 2001–02
(in dollars)

Grade
School Year K–3 4–6 7–8 9–12
2000–01 328 338 246 313
2001–02 309 317 232 294

SOURCE:  California Department of Education.

______________ 
13This change is discussed  below.
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application pending, are ineligible to apply, are not applying but eli-
gible, or do not know whether they are eligible.  Figure 5.3 shows the
percentage that reported currently receiving funding for each cate-
gorical aid program.  There are statistically significant differences in
participation for all programs except the desegregation program.

We also examined participation in categorical aid programs
separately for start-up and conversion schools.14 Participation may
vary for these groups for several reasons. The decision to be locally or
directly funded as a practical matter may affect the level of
administrative support necessary to apply for and manage the
programs outside the block grant. Start-up charter schools may be
less likely than conversion schools to participate in categorical aid
programs.  Most start-up schools are directly funded. Charter schools
that choose to be funded locally must apply for categorical aid
programs that are not included in the block grant through the
approving local educational agency, unless legislation for individual
programs specifically allows charter schools to apply separately.
Locally funded charter schools can work with their approving local
educational agencies to ensure that they are included in those
agencies’ applications for programs for which the charter schools are
eligible and in which they choose to participate.  In particular,
conversion charter schools that are chartered by their local district
already have the mechanisms in place to be included in the
sponsoring district’s applications for categorical aid programs.

In contrast, start-up charter schools do not have a history of partici-
pation in categorical aid programs and are more likely to be directly
funded.  A charter school that is directly funded may apply individ-
ually only for state or federal funds not included in the block grant.

______________ 
14We also examined these differences separately for small versus large and classroom-
based versus nonclassroom-based charter schools.  Although some differences did oc-
cur between small and large charter schools, the driving force of the differences ap-
pears to be start-up versus conversion status.  We did regression analyses to examine
differences in participation in categorical aid programs outside the block grant for
start-up and conversion charter schools controlling for school size.  The statistically
significant differences generally held.  In addition, classroom-based and nonclass-
room-based schools show differences in participation in programs outside the block
grant largely because nonclassroom-based charter schools report that they are
“ineligible to apply” to many of the programs outside the block grant.
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The school may not be included in the application or eligibility of the
authorizing entity for any categorical aid programs.  An election to
receive funding directly applies to all funding the charter school
receives, including other state and federal categorical aid.

Figure 5.4 shows quite clearly that the differences in participation be-
tween charter schools and matched conventional public schools
shown in Figure 5.3 are attributable to start-up schools, not conver-
sion schools.  Figure 5.4 shows the percentage of principals who re-
ported currently receiving funding for start-up schools, conversion
schools and matched conventional public schools for each individual
categorical aid program.  Start-up schools have statistically
significant lower participation rates than matched conventional
public schools for every categorical aid program.  By contrast,
conversion schools in general have similar participation rates in
categorical programs as matched conventional public schools and, in
some cases, have higher participation rates.15

In addition to examining the percentage of charter and matched
conventional public schools that currently receive funding, addi-
tional information is gained by determining whether schools are eli-
gible but not applying and whether schools do not know whether
they are eligible.  Figures 5.5 and 5.6, respectively, show the percent-
age of start-up school, conversion school, and matched conventional
public school principals who reported that their schools were
“eligible but not applying” or “don’t know whether eligible or not” to
specific categorical aid programs outside the categorical block grant.

In general, no more than 5 percent of conventional public school
principals responded that their schools are “eligible but not apply-
ing” to the individual categorical aid programs.  Similar results are
seen for conversion schools.  Start-up schools are generally more
likely than either conversion or conventional public schools to be
“eligible but not applying” to the individual aid programs.  In par-
ticular, there are large differences in “eligible but not applying” for
the child nutrition programs and Title I.  Both programs provide, on
average, relatively large per-pupil funding to participating schools.

______________ 
15There is a statistically significant difference between matched conventional public
schools and conversion schools for participation in special education funding and the
desegregation program.
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Our case study results suggest that participation in child nutrition
programs can pose a problem to charter schools, particularly those
that do not have a sponsoring district willing to include them in their
child nutrition program.  Charter schools have neither economies of
scale nor administrative resources to support such a program on
their own.  In addition, several of the schools we visited did not have
kitchen facilities.  Some of these charter schools were actively trying
to link up with other districts to be included in their child nutrition
programs.

Similarly, Title I is a federal aid program with extensive statutes and
regulations that govern requirements relating to receipt of funding.
Those charter schools without links to a district chartering authority
willing to include them in the district’s Title I program likely cannot
participate alone. When asked in the charter school survey to agree
or disagree with the statement “our school has given up pursuing
certain categorical funds because they are too complex,” about 25
percent of conversion schools strongly agreed or agreed and 48 per-
cent of start-up schools strongly agreed or agreed.

Turning to the issue of knowledge about categorical aid programs,
Figure 5.6 again shows that conversion schools and conventional
public schools are generally similar in the percentages that “don’t
know whether eligible or not” for the various categorical aid pro-
grams.  Again, start-up schools show considerably larger percentages
of those who “don’t know whether eligible or not” than either con-
ventional public schools or conversion schools.

Added together, those who responded that they are “eligible but not
applying” and “don’t know whether eligible or not” result in consid-
erably lower participation in categorical aid programs outside the
block grant for start-up schools than conversion schools or conven-
tional public schools.  This suggests that the removal or exclusion of
programs from the block grant could have a sizable effect on start-up
schools.

It is worth noting that individual categorical aid programs outside
the block grant have program-specific rules and regulations govern-
ing them that influence the policy levers available to increase charter
school participation.  Some categorical aid programs, such as Title I,
are purely federally funded.  The state is limited in its ability to in-
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clude such programs in the charter school categorical block grant.
Therefore, policy levers to increase charter school participation are
limited to such areas as increasing charter school administrators’
information on the programs and how to participate.  Other pro-
grams, such as class size reduction and child nutrition, are funded
through various mixes of state and federal support and may allow the
state some more flexibility to include all or parts of the programs in
the block grant.  Other categorical aid programs, such as instruc-
tional materials, are purely state funded with the state having the
ability to decide whether to include the programs in the categorical
block grant.  Block granting of state categorical aid programs alone
would not result in equal participation of charter schools and con-
ventional public schools in categorical aid programs.  Some of the
difference in categorical aid program participation and funding be-
tween charter schools and conventional public schools is due to
federal programs that cannot be block granted.

PRIVATE DONATIONS TO CHARTER SCHOOLS

Private donations may play a role in charter school funding for sev-
eral reasons.  Public schools call on a variety of private givers to pro-
vide a spectrum of goods and services.  Recent research suggests
public schools have increasingly sought private support (both finan-
cial and in-kind) in recent years (Zimmer et al., 2001; Brunner and
Sonstelie, 1997).  However, private financial contributions still ac-
count for a relatively small share of total resources for the vast ma-
jority of public schools, and the source and type of those contribu-
tions vary a great deal across public schools.

Private donations may play a unique role in charter schools.  For ex-
ample, charter schools, particularly newly created ones, face a num-
ber of start-up costs—ranging from books and materials to facility
needs.  In addition, some charter schools have distinct educational
focuses that may be used to identify and attract donors.  Further,
some charter schools may choose not to participate in various fed-
eral or state categorical aid programs because of the restrictions and
regulations that govern the programs and may seek to substitute
these funds with private donations.  For example, one case study
charter school intended to forgo state instructional materials funding
because the state-adopted materials did not match the school’s edu-
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cational program.  Instead, the school was going to seek private
funds to cover instructional materials.  Finally, charter schools may
be able to gain private funding for programs for which public schools
cannot charge similar fees.

There is little systematic public data quantifying how much money
or in-kind services public schools receive from private donors.  To
address the role of private donations in charter school funding, we
asked both public school and charter school principals how much
private funding their schools received for the 2001–02 school year.
On average, matched conventional public schools and charter
schools received about $83 and $433, respectively, in private funding
per pupil for the 2001–02 school year.  Figure 5.7 shows the break-
down of private dollars to conventional public and charter schools.
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It suggests that public schools serving similar populations receive
less private funding than do charter schools.  Fifty-eight percent of
matched conventional public schools receive no private funding
whereas 52 percent of charter schools do.  In addition, those charter
schools that receive private funding receive on average more than
matched conventional public schools.

We also examined whether private funding to charter schools might
be tied to whether the charter school is a conversion or start-up
school.16  Figure 5.8 displays these results.

In general, start-up schools receive more private funding per pupil
than do conversion schools, $576 per pupil compared to $56 per
pupil.17  Most likely this results in part because start-up schools have
greater start-up expenses and facility needs.  Conversion schools
generally have facilities, supplies, and materials to begin instruction
and so might not have as great a need for private support, particu-
larly in the early years.  In addition, possibly start-up schools seek
private donations to fill some of the gap in categorical funding de-
scribed in the previous section.  Ideally, we would like to know if pri-
vate funding merely helps to compensate for the fact that start-up
schools need to pay for facilities and conversion schools do not.
Unfortunately, we do not know this gap in facility funding, so we do
not know how it compares to the reported difference in per-pupil
private funding.  In addition, we do not know how much of this pri-
vate funding is for operating or capital expenditures.  Finally, we do
not know if private funding consists of one-time gifts or ongoing

______________ 
16We also examined private funding separately by years since the charter was granted.
One thought is that charter schools might receive more private funding in the early
years to cover start-up expenditures including facilities.  Or possibly, charter schools
receive more private funding after they have been in existence for several years and
have build a reputation of results and stability. Those charter schools receiving the
most per pupil ($1,335 per pupil) were those that had been granted their charter one
year earlier.  Those charter schools that received the least per pupil were those that
were granted charter status eight or nine years earlier, possibly because these are gen-
erally conversion schools.  Those charter schools that were granted in the last year or
between two and seven years ago show no pattern in private donations based on the
age of the charter school.
17It is important to note that even the average private funding per pupil for start-up
schools amounts to under 10 percent of average statewide revenues per pupil to con-
ventional public schools.
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contributions.  These limitations are important to address before
drawing conclusions from these results.

CHARTER SCHOOL EXPENDITURES

Having examined charter school revenues, we now turn to charter
school expenditures.  A number of interesting questions relate to ex-
penditures, such as how do charter schools spend their resources,
how does spending differ among types of charter schools, and how
do their expenditures differ from conventional public school expen-
ditures.  These questions are difficult to answer given current data
sources.  First, there are no systematic state data collected at the
school level on expenditures.  Instead, data are collected and re-
ported at the district level.  Even if there were systematic, reliable
charter school expenditure data at the school level, these data could
be compared only to public school district averages.  Further, it is
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also difficult to collect expenditure data for individual charter
schools.  For example, some locally funded charter schools rely on a
district to pay for some large expenditures and others do not.  Data
reported by the charter school may or may not include expenditures
that are assumed by the district, and charter schools may not be able
to accurately report such expenditures.  In addition, charter school
expenditures are influenced by large capital expenditures in a given
year.18  Without a detailed cost study—one that correctly apportions
overhead, administration, and personnel to the “right” schools—it is
difficult to document and compare school expenditures.

Because systematic charter school or conventional public school
finance data are not collected by the state, we addressed questions
about charter school expenditures through a “supplemental” survey,
as described in Chapter One.19  In addition to other items, we asked
charter schools to report their total expenditures, teacher salary and
benefit expenditures, and other staff salary and benefit expenditures
for the 2001–02 school year.  These numbers should be interpreted
with caution given the limitations discussed above.

Charter schools reported an average total expenditure per student of
$6,204 for the 2001–02 school year.20  In addition, we looked at how
average total expenditures per pupil, average teacher salary and
benefit expenditures per pupil, and average other staff salary and
benefit expenditures per pupil differ among different types of charter
schools.21  Charter schools report average teacher salary and benefit
expenditures of $2,841 per pupil and average other staff salary and
benefit expenditures of $1,075 per pupil.  Table 5.3 documents these

______________ 
18The expenditure numbers reported by charter schools in our survey do not separate
capital expenditures from operating expenditures.
19We piloted a similar survey with conventional public school principals, and they
were unable to answer questions about financial data specific to their school.
20The mean expenditures throughout this section are influenced by several high out-
liers, often resulting from the inclusion of capital expenditures in total expenditures.
In the cases of extreme outliers, we called the survey respondents to confirm the re-
ported numbers.  The median total expenditure reported by charter schools is $5,408
for the 2001–02 school year.  The standard deviations for total expenditures per pupil
are as follows:  all charter schools, $4,984; start-up schools, $4,658; conversion schools,
$6,084; classroom-based schools, $5,708; and nonclassroom-based schools, $3,281.
21Chapter Seven discusses how teacher salaries and benefits differ between conven-
tional public schools and charter schools.
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Table 5.3

Charter School Expenditures per Pupil, 2001–02
(in dollars)

Type of Charter School

Total
Expenditures

per Pupil

Teacher Salary
and Benefit

Expenditures
per Pupil

Other Staff Salary
and Benefit

Expenditures
per Pupil

All charter schools 6,204 2,841 1,075
Start-up 6,168 2,729 1,006
Conversion 6,366 3,237 1,340
Classroom-based 6,926 3,233 1,315
Nonclassroom-based 4,973 2,217 720

SOURCE:  2002 RAND charter school supplemental survey.

expenditures for start-up and conversion schools, and classroom-
based and nonclassroom-based charter schools.

Table 5.3 suggests that, on average, start-up schools spend less
overall per pupil as well as less per pupil on teacher salaries and
benefits and other staff salaries and benefits than conversion
schools.22  In addition, start-up schools, on average, allocate about
60 percent of their total expenditures to teacher and other staff
salaries and benefits compared to about 72 percent for conversion
schools.  This may be due to start-up schools’ need to allocate rela-
tively large shares of their expenditures to such items as facilities and
start-up costs.23  In addition Table 5.3 shows that, on average, non-
classroom-based schools spend about $2,000 less per pupil than
classroom-based schools because of their lower revenues.24

______________ 
22Chapter Three suggests that classroom-based start-up schools appear to hold their
ground in terms of academic outcomes compared to a matched sample of conven-
tional public schools.  Per-pupil expenditure data may suggest that they hold their
ground while given less resources.  In addition, the lower level of resources to non-
classroom-based schools may be of interest given the findings of Chapter Three.
Given the limitations of these expenditure data, as reported above, a more detailed
cost study would need to be conducted to draw any conclusions.
23Sugarman (2002) suggests that start-up schools often have to redirect perhaps 20
percent or more of their core funding to pay for space.
24Senate Bill 740 of the 2000 legislative session authorized the state board of educa-
tion to cut the funding for nonclassroom-based schools.  The regulations establish a
range of spending, operational, and other criteria that such schools must meet to re-
ceive full funding.  In addition, they are ineligible for a number of categorical aid funds
outside the block grant.  In the supplemental survey, these schools report mean and
median revenues per pupil of $5,385 and $4,793, respectively.  Classroom-based
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The previous section suggests that charter schools have lower rates
of participation in and, therefore, revenues from several large cate-
gorical aid programs outside the block grant than a matched sample
of conventional public schools.  In addition, statewide average per-
pupil expenditure data suggest that charter schools as a whole may
have lower per-pupil expenditures than conventional public
schools.25  An accurate estimate of the difference in per-pupil
spending between charter schools and conventional public schools
is difficult to arrive at given current data sources.  First, average
statewide per-pupil expenditures, at the time of publication, were
not available for the 2001–02 school year.  In addition, as mentioned
above, we are able to compare charter school reported expenditures
only to district averages.  Further, there are limitations with the
charter school survey expenditure data as suggested above.  With
that said, a possible inference from the charter school survey data,
which would need to be affirmed through a systematic collection of
detailed conventional public school and charter school costs, is that
charter schools as a whole receive less revenue from categorical aid
programs and spend less per pupil than conventional public schools
do.

FACILITIES

Acquiring and funding school facilities has been a stumbling block
for many charter schools (Sugarman, 2002; Powell et al., 1997).  Char-
ter schools do not have access to similar revenue sources for facilities
as conventional public schools.  Conventional public school districts
pay for facilities by issuing bonds, an avenue unavailable to many
charter schools.26  In addition, charter schools pay for facility ex-

_____________________________________________________________ 
schools report mean and median revenues per pupil of $7,181 and $6,199, respec-
tively.
25Sources of statewide average per-pupil expenditures include the California Depart-
ment of Education and the National Education Association (NEA).
26In addition, charter schools often do not have access to state or district bond
monies or other capital resources for school improvements or building of new facili-
ties. Unless the charter provides that its facilities must comply with the Field Act,
charter schools are exempt from it. Often bond monies or other state or federal facility
monies are dependent on Field Act compliance.  Conversion charter schools generally
comply with the Field Act, but start-up schools may not.
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penses that conventional public schools do not.27  These expenses
may include rent on facilities, utilities, maintenance, and off-site
storage facilities.28  Finally, it is often difficult for charter schools to
find suitable facilities and they face landlords who are cautious about
leasing facilities to new entities and to charters that are granted for
only a few years.

In response to these obstacles, the provision of charter school facili-
ties will undergo tremendous change in the 2003–04 school year.
Under previous law, charter schools largely had to find their own
facilities.  Conversion schools generally already had facilities that
they had been occupying as a conventional public school.  Start-up
schools generally had to acquire facilities.  The prior law stated that a
school district in which a charter school operates (which is not nec-
essarily the approving district) shall permit a charter school to use, at
no charge, facilities not being used by the district for instructional or
administrative purposes, unless historically used for rental purposes,
provided the charter school shall be responsible for reasonable
maintenance (EC 47614, as repealed on November 7, 2000, as a result
of Proposition 39).

Recent legislation, Proposition 39 and Senate Bill 740, will require
that districts provide facilities for eligible charter schools and will al-
low reimbursements of facility costs for schools in low-income areas.
Proposition 39, passed in November 2000, will take effect in Novem-
ber 2003 for most districts.29  Proposition 39 directs school districts
to provide facilities for charter schools that have an in-district ADA30

of 80 or more.  The charter school does not need to be currently lo-

______________ 
27This does not mean that public school facilities are cost-free.  There is an opportu-
nity cost if facilities are not rented out or used for another valuable purpose.
28For conventional public schools, these expenses are often paid at the district level,
where economies of scale may be realized.
29Proposition 39 could take effect earlier on a district-by-district basis if districts pass
local bond measures.  If a district passes a local bond measure, Proposition 39 would
take effect July 1 following its passage.  In general, eligible, currently operating charter
schools had to submit their detailed requests for facilities by October 1, 2002.  New
charter schools had to submit their charters by November 14 and facility requests by
December 31, 2002.
30“In-district” refers to students who would be otherwise eligible to attend the dis-
tricts’ schools, with the exception of in-district transfers and parental employment-
based eligibility.
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cated within the district, nor does the charter have to have been
granted by the district where the eligible students live.  The district is
required to provide space only for the in-district students.31  The law
states that facilities must be “reasonably equivalent” to facilities that
the students would otherwise attend in noncharter schools in that
district.  Districts may charge the charter school an amount equiva-
lent to what they spend per student on facilities from their general
fund.32  In addition, charter schools are responsible for providing
maintenance and upkeep.  Nonetheless, these costs should prove to
be significantly lower than market or even discounted lease rates for
most schools and thus should provide substantial relief to schools
struggling under facilities costs.33

Senate Bill 740 is another legislative measure designed to alleviate
some of the facilities burden on charter schools.  This measure was
implemented for the first time in the 2002–03 school year.  The legis-
lation created a small charter facilities aid program for schools in
low-income areas.  Eligible schools receive a cash reimbursement af-
ter the close of the fiscal year. As the law was  originally written, only
schools that were physically located in the attendance area of a pub-
lic elementary school in which 70 percent or more of pupil enroll-
ment was eligible for free or reduced-price lunches were eligible for
funding.  Current law allows schools in which more than 70 percent
of the charter school students are eligible for free or reduced-price
lunch to be eligible for this funding.34  Schools that occupy district-
or county-owned facilities, provided under either Proposition 39 or

______________ 
31Although there is no requirement that the district house the other students, if the
district has room and is so inclined, it may choose to negotiate a separate agreement
for additional space with the charter school.
32Since most districts pay facility construction costs from nongeneral funds, the gen-
eral fund share is likely to include only maintenance and upkeep costs, which should
be relatively modest.  The exception is in overcrowded or otherwise fiscally overbur-
dened districts, where limited general fund monies may have been expended on facili-
ties.
33 See Charter School Development Center (2002).
34CDE has implemented the program to reimburse schools for 2001–02 using the new
criteria, so schools that had 70 percent eligibility were eligible for 2001–02 reimburse-
ments.  CDE has recently completed the apportionment for the program and all eligi-
ble schools were funded at the full level.  A total of 54 eligible charter schools received
a total of $5,259,645 for reimbursement of 2001–02 costs.  The status of funding for
current and future years is a subject for budget discussions.
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otherwise, are not eligible for these funds.  For schools that are eligi-
ble, $750 per classroom-based ADA would be available, up to but not
exceeding 75 percent of the school’s facilities rent and lease costs.
This funding depends entirely on each year’s state budget, and the
money for this reimbursement is not appropriated until the follow-
ing fiscal year budget is passed.

We surveyed chartering authority representatives about whether
they currently pay for charter school facility costs, how they pay for
those costs, and whether they are struggling with financing charter
school capital expenditures.  In addition, we asked charter school
principals about how they arrange for facilities and whether they are
struggling with financing capital expenditures.  Their responses pro-
vide a baseline for changes that will come into effect from Proposi-
tion 39 and Senate Bill 740 largely in the 2003–04 school year.  At the
same time, in our case studies, we asked chartering authority
representatives and charter school principals how they expect to be
affected by these measures.

According to our survey, 38 percent of chartering authorities cur-
rently pay for charter school facility costs.  Of those that do, the ma-
jority rely on general fund revenues to pay for them.  Specifically, 84
percent of chartering authorities that pay for charter school facility
costs use general fund revenues, 12 percent use school bonds, 14
percent use grant applications, 5 percent use parcel taxes, and 16
percent use other means.  In addition, 40 percent of chartering au-
thority representatives state that they currently provide space within
existing noncharter school facilities for instructional use by charter
schools.

Charter schools appear to use multiple means to obtain facilities.  As
Figure 5.9 shows, 42 percent of charter school principals report that
their facilities are provided by a district, free or at a nominal cost
(with most of these being conversion schools).  In addition, 30 per-
cent of charter schools lease their facilities from a commercial source
(with most of these being start-up schools).  About 12 percent of
charter schools used two different means to provide facilities (e.g.,
leased from a commercial source and donated by sponsors) and
about 2 percent of charter schools used more than two means to
provide facilities.
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In addition, we asked charter school principals and chartering au-
thority representatives whether they were struggling with financing
charter school capital expenditures.  Sixty-two percent of charter
school principals strongly agreed or agreed with the statement “Our
school is struggling with financing capital expenditures” (68 percent
of start-up schools and 46 percent of conversion schools).  By com-
parison, 37 percent of chartering authority representatives strongly
agreed or agreed with the statement “This chartering authority is
struggling with financing our charter school’s capital expenditures.”
Although currently the majority of charter schools are struggling with
financing capital expenditures, the majority of chartering authorities
are not struggling.  This is not surprising given that currently charter
schools bear the majority of responsibility regarding facilities.35

Again, these responses provide a baseline for changes in charter
school facility rules and regulations and will likely change once
Proposition 39 and Senate Bill 740 are fully implemented.

The case study site visits provide some insights into how charter
schools and chartering authorities might be affected by Proposition
39 and Senate Bill 740.  Although districts are not legally allowed to
reject a charter petition because of difficulty in complying with
Proposition 39, case study schools stated that they fear that some
districts may begin to scrutinize charter petitions more closely to
avoid those with potential facility requirements.  In addition, some
case study schools stated that this new requirement might cause
some districts to call a halt to chartering, even though California law
is supposed to make it difficult for districts to refuse a charter sought
by an applicant with reasonably sensible plans for its school.  As sug-
gested in Chapter Four, there is evidence from our case study schools
that some chartering authorities deny all petitions, whether formally
or informally.  In addition, charter schools that are not chartered by
their local district and have a poor relationship with their local dis-
trict wonder how the new law will play out.

______________ 
35We also looked at the charter school responses based on when the charter was
granted.  One possibility is that capital expenditures are more of a struggle in the early
years of a charter.  The charter school responses were consistent across different
lengths of time since the charter was granted.
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OTHER FISCAL CHALLENGES

In addition to the challenges surrounding categorical aid and facili-
ties as discussed above, the case study charter schools identified
other fiscal challenges that were not directly addressed through the
survey but may deserve additional attention.

Case study charter schools mentioned start-up costs as being a fiscal
challenge.  These are funds needed to launch the school, to hire staff,
and to outfit the school with furnishings and curriculum materials in
preparation for its initial enrollment of what is often an uncertain
number of pupils.  Start-up costs are often a serious problem, espe-
cially for newly formed community groups that seek to create charter
schools (Sugarman, 2002).

In addition, several of the case study charter schools mentioned con-
cerns related to fiscal flexibility and fiscal autonomy.  For example,
the decline in the categorical block grant over time was mentioned as
being problematic as was the recent removal of the instructional ma-
terials component of the block grant.  Charter schools had received a
“no strings attached,” pro-rata share of instructional materials funds
through the categorical block grant and did not need to purchase
state-adopted materials.  Under recent changes, charter schools will
now need to apply separately for instructional materials money and
must use state-adopted materials to receive funding.  Presumably,
some charter schools will be able to apply separately for the funding
and purchase state-adopted texts and materials.  Charter schools of-
fering unconventional programs, however, will presumably have to
forgo such funding.  The instructional materials changes could be
particularly problematic for those charter schools that do not use
state-adopted texts or materials, have already purchased other ma-
terials for the 2002–03 school year, and were counting on block grant
funding to help pay for them. Several charter schools raised the con-
cern that increasingly schools are eligible for separate categorical aid
only if they follow a traditional path, even if their charter was granted
to follow a nontraditional path or to educate nontraditional students.
Several case study charter schools also stated that fiscal flexibility
was a cornerstone of the charter idea for them, and they are con-
cerned that this flexibility is waning.
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In a related vein, charter schools expressed concern about maintain-
ing fiscal autonomy.  The basic idea behind charter schools is that
they are supposed to be autonomous.  And yet, there is at the same
time understandable concern that some charter schools will not be
financially sound, might not properly spend on their pupils the pub-
lic money they get, or might go broke in the middle of a year and
leave families in the lurch.  These concerns have led to recent
changes in auditing, monitoring, reporting, and other require-
ments.36  A concern raised among charter schools is how to balance
making charter schools accountable while maintaining their fiscal
autonomy and not overburdening them with substantial amounts of
paperwork.

Finally, case study charter schools discussed at length a variety of fis-
cal challenges they faced stemming from special education.  These
were generally expenditures that charter schools had taken on that
would not typically fall to a conventional public school.  These in-
cluded extensive legal expenditures in cases where the school was
found to be out of compliance with special education as well as the
provision of special education services that would normally be pro-
vided by a district but for which the individual charter schools had to
contract out.  Special education issues, including special education
finances, are discussed in Chapter Eight in this report.

SUMMARY

The major findings from the finance and facilities chapter are sum-
marized below.

• A majority of charter schools and chartering authorities agree
that the charter school block grant funding model meets the leg-
islative requirement to be simple.

• Charter school respondents are divided over whether the block
grant funding model provides at least as much operational

______________ 
36In the final days of the legislative session, AB 1994 was amended to mandate that
charter schools report fiscal information to the state.  Charter schools would also be
required to report financial data to the state superintendent and the charter-granting
agency in a format prescribed by the state superintendent.
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funding as would be available to a similar public school serving a
similar pupil population.

• Charter schools have significantly lower participation than con-
ventional public schools in categorical aid programs outside the
block grant.  For particular categorical aid programs, a sizable
share of charter schools are “eligible but not applying,” in part
because of the requirements that accompany the programs.  In
addition, for several programs, a sizable percentage of charter
school principals say that they “don’t know whether eligible or
not.”  Conversion schools have a much higher rate of participa-
tion than start-up schools in categorical aid programs outside
the block grant.

• The majority of charter schools are struggling with acquiring and
financing facilities.  In the 2001–02 school year, the majority of
chartering authorities do not pay for charter school facility costs.
However, many of these issues are addressed by recent legisla-
tion.
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Chapter Six

ACADEMIC ENVIRONMENTS OF CHARTER AND
CONVENTIONAL PUBLIC SCHOOLS

Laura Hamilton

INTRODUCTION

This chapter addresses several topics related to the instructional ac-
tivities and environments of charter schools and their conventional
public school counterparts.  It deals with questions related to pro-
fessional development for teachers, curriculum and instruction, stu-
dent assessment, parent involvement, and student discipline.  Be-
cause any effect of charter schools on the academic achievement of
students who attend them is likely to occur in large part as a result of
the teaching and learning environments in those schools, it is impor-
tant to examine these environments to understand the extent to
which students’ learning experiences in charter schools differ from
those of students in conventional public schools.  The results pre-
sented in this chapter are intended to illustrate some of these differ-
ences.  Although these findings cannot provide definitive informa-
tion on the source of any charter school “effect” on achievement,
they suggest some specific differences that could be the subject of fu-
ture studies.

We might expect curriculum, instruction, and other aspects of the
instructional environment to differ between charter and conven-
tional public schools for a number of reasons.  One stated goal of
charter schools, according to many advocates as well as their
founders, is to foster innovation by freeing charter schools from the
constraints imposed by district and state regulations (RPP Interna-
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tional, 1999).  Existing literature on the academic environments of
charter schools suggests that innovation in curriculum, instruction,
governance, parent participation, and other aspects of school opera-
tion is common (Corwin and Flaherty, 1995; Finn et al., 2000).  At the
same time, the fact that charter schools in California are expected to
implement the state standards and demonstrate success on the state
testing program may result in fewer curricular differences between
charter and conventional public schools than would emerge if char-
ter schools were not subject to the state’s accountability require-
ments.  We discuss this issue further below.

Parent involvement in charter schools has been studied to a greater
extent than some of the other topics examined in this chapter, and
studies of charter schools in California suggest that parent involve-
ment tends to be greater in charter schools than in conventional
public schools (Ascher et al., 1999; Becker et al., 1997).  This may re-
flect the fact that many charter schools are schools of choice and
therefore serve students whose parents are especially motivated, but
there is also evidence that many charter schools are more effective
than conventional public schools at engaging parents (Finn et al.,
2000).  Because some types of parent involvement have been associ-
ated with positive academic outcomes for students (see, for example,
Bryk et al., 1990), higher levels of such involvement in charter schools
may be one source of any positive charter school effect on student
learning.

Principals’ perceptions about student disciplinary problems, the fi-
nal topic addressed in this chapter, are primarily relevant for under-
standing ways in which perceived problems related to student
behavior may influence the academic environment and for
examining the degree to which charter schools serve easier-to-teach
student populations, as some critics contend.  Differences in
students served are also addressed in other chapters, particularly
Chapters Two  and Eight.

In the following sections, we present results from the surveys and,
where applicable, the case studies, for each of the main topics de-
scribed above.  Below, we summarize key findings and discuss limi-
tations and implications.  It is important for readers to keep in mind
throughout the discussions of results that the means presented in
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this chapter mask important variations among both charter schools
and conventional public schools.

PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT

The professional development information we collected through our
surveys is limited to general information that could be easily ob-
tained from principals and chartering authorities.  Because we did
not survey teachers, we could not ask questions about specific con-
tent or perceived effectiveness of the professional development.  In-
stead, the questions focus primarily on rates of participation and
methods for funding professional development activities.

Chartering Authorities’ Involvement in Professional
Development

Two questions on the chartering authority survey addressed profes-
sional development offered to teachers.  The first asked respondents
to characterize this professional development in terms of who partic-
ipates.  Respondents were asked to select from the options listed in
Figure 6.1; they could select more than one option or could select
none, since some programs may be optional for both charter and
noncharter teachers, a scenario that is not represented among the
options in our list.  Figure 6.1 shows that more than half of the re-
sponding chartering authorities reported professional development
programs that were mandatory for noncharter school teachers but
optional for charter school teachers.  Other responses were less
common.  These results suggest that although most authorizers of-
fered certain professional development programs that were unavail-
able to charter school teachers, for the most part teachers in both
types of schools had access to professional development opportuni-
ties.

The other question on the chartering authority survey asked respon-
dents to report who pays for professional development for charter
school teachers.  The vast majority of chartering authorities report
that charter schools are at least partly responsible for funding profes-
sional development, whereas only a third of the chartering authori-
ties pay for some professional development themselves (Figure 6.2).



118 Charter School Operations and Performance:  Evidence from California

20
17

56

23

43

60

50

40

30

20

10

0

P
er

ce
nt

ag
e

SOURCE:  2002 RAND chartering authority survey.

Sample size:  94.

RAND MR1700-6.1

Only for 
noncharter
teachers

Only for 
charter

teachers

Mandatory 
for both

Mandatory for
noncharter,
optional for

charter

Mandatory for
charter,

optional for
noncharter

Figure 6.1—Percentage of Chartering Authorities Offering Professional
Development to Charter School and Noncharter School Teachers

These results are consistent with other research that suggests that
charter schools are often responsible for paying for professional de-
velopment (Horn and Miron, 1999; Center for Applied Research and
Educational Improvement, 1998).  Together, the results presented in
Figures 6.1 and 6.2 show that chartering authorities are making pro-
fessional development activities available to charter school teachers,
but that much of the funding burden rests with the charter schools
themselves.

Teacher Participation in Professional Development

The principal surveys provided information on teacher participation
in professional development activities.  First, we asked principals to
report the percentages of teachers at the school who participated in
various types of professional development over the last year.  Figure
6.3 shows the differences in the percentages of charter schools and
matched conventional public schools reporting that more than
half of their teachers participated in the professional development
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activities listed on our survey.  Large teacher participation rates were
more commonly reported by charter than by conventional public
schools, with a statistically significant difference observed for
courses for college credit and for mentoring, shadowing, peer obser-
vation, or coaching programs, which are often referred to as forms of
“informal” professional development.  Informal professional devel-
opment has been shown to contribute to teaching effectiveness to a
greater degree than the more formal workshop- and course-based
forms (Garet et al., 2001), so this difference is noteworthy.  In both
types of schools, however, participation rates are reported to be
highest in workshops and conferences.  We examined participation
rates in start-up and conversion schools and found that none of the
differences between charter school types was statistically significant.

Principals and teachers at all nine case study schools reported strong
emphasis on professional development, especially informal activities
such as collaboration and mentoring.  Charter school teachers who
had spent time in conventional public schools typically claimed that
the amount and quality of staff collaboration were higher in charter
schools.  In a number of schools, these activities were made possible
through creative management and staffing plans or as a result of
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teachers spending unpaid time to engage in them.  For example, one
school employed a full-time director of instruction who observed in
classrooms on a daily basis and who oversaw an extensive feedback
and mentoring program.  At another, teachers reported spending
lunch hours, breaks, and after-school time to share ideas and mate-
rials.  A third school had implemented a salary review process in
which professional development participation was considered in the
determination of teacher raises, thereby providing an incentive for
participation.  Despite the apparent widespread use of informal
professional development and the belief that charter schools pro-
vided better informal professional development opportunities than
did conventional public schools, a number of teachers stated that
they would have liked more time and resources for these types of ac-
tivities.
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We also examined the support structures that schools have enacted
to ensure that teachers are able to participate in professional devel-
opment activities.  A large majority of both types of schools provided
professional development time during teachers’ regular contract
hours—93 percent for charter schools and 96 percent for matched
conventional public schools (this difference was not statistically
significant).  Among charter schools, conversion schools were slightly
more likely than start-up schools (100 percent versus 90 percent) to
provide paid time.

Figure 6.4 suggests that charter and matched conventional public
schools use similar methods for providing teachers with time for
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professional development.  The only statistically significant differ-
ence between them is that charter schools were less likely than con-
ventional public schools to report using substitute teachers to cover
classes.  Almost all conventional public schools said that they used
this approach, whereas only three-quarters of charter schools did.
Our surveys do not indicate the reasons for the differences, but they
are likely to stem in part from lack of access to substitute pools by
some charter schools.  Start-up and conversion schools reported
similar emphasis on each of these methods except for substitute
teachers and early dismissal or late start for students, both of which
were significantly more likely to be used by conversion schools.

The results reported in this section suggest that charter schools are
providing a variety of forms of professional development and that
rates of teacher participation are at least as high as, and in some
cases higher than, those in matched conventional public schools.
Unfortunately, because we do not have any information on the qual-
ity of these experiences or on how teachers respond to them, it is im-
possible to determine whether this professional development is pos-
itively influencing the instruction that students receive.

CURRICULUM AND INSTRUCTION

Because we did not survey teachers and because our principal sur-
veys had to cover a large number of topics, we were not able to ob-
tain detailed information about curriculum and instruction.  Our
curriculum-related questions were limited to a few that addressed
specific types of programs and time spent on various subjects.  We
discuss these survey responses below and then present some addi-
tional information obtained through the case studies.  Readers
should keep in mind that because the survey results are reported by
principals rather than teachers, their accuracy may be limited, par-
ticularly for topics that involve teachers’ choices about how to
allocate time.  These results provide some information on the ways
curricular offerings differ across school types.

Programs and Scheduling Modifications

The first set of questions focused on specific programs.  Both con-
ventional and charter school principals were asked whether their
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schools offered bilingual programs and gifted and talented education
(GATE) programs.1  Both programs were approximately twice as
likely to be offered by matched conventional public schools as by
charter schools (Table 6.1).2  These results should not necessarily be
interpreted as indicating that charter schools are less likely than con-
ventional public schools to meet the needs of students who would
benefit from bilingual or GATE programs.  In particular, our case
study results suggest that some charter schools are committed to
providing appropriate education to gifted students even in the ab-
sence of a formal program.  One principal, for example, expressed a
belief that all children benefit from a curriculum designed for gifted
students, and stated that the school chose to offer such a curriculum
to all students rather than to only a few.  She noted that this created
some tension with parents, some of whom thought a separate GATE
program should be offered.  Table 6.1 also displays the percentage of
start-up and conversion schools offering the programs.  Statistically
significant differences were observed for both GATE and bilingual
programs.

Table 6.1

Curriculum Programs in Charter Schools, by School Type

Matched
Conventional

Public Schools
(n = 182)

Charter
Schools
(n = 252)

Start-Up
Schools
(n = 182)

Conversion
Schools
(n = 69)

Bilingual program 49 26* 17 51**
GATE program 82 38* 27 65**

SOURCES:  2002 RAND charter school and matched conventional public school
surveys.
*Indicates charter school percentages that are statistically different from matched
conventional public school percentages at the 5 percent level.
**Indicates conversion school percentages that are statistically different from start-
up school percentages at the 5 percent level.

______________ 
1Principals were also asked about special education programs, which are discussed in
Chapter Eight.
2It is worth noting that GATE funding is included in the categorical block grant.  So, al-
though charter schools may provide some sort of program for this population, they are
not eligible for the targeted GATE program funds and do not need to comply with
specific program requirements as a conventional public school would.
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We also asked respondents whether their schools had implemented
block scheduling or other modifications to the conventional public
school day.  Table 6.2 shows that the use of block scheduling and
before- and after-school enrichment programs was similar across
charter and conventional public schools, but that academic inter-
sessions were more frequently offered by conventional public
schools than by charter schools.  Among charter schools, conversion
schools were more likely than start-up schools to offer block
scheduling and enrichment programs and were less likely to offer
intersessions or summer school designed to provide extra assistance.

Although the results reported here seem to suggest that charter
schools are less likely than matched conventional public schools to
offer certain programs that are designed to meet the needs of specific
students, we do not know the reasons for this, nor do we know
whether charter schools are offering less formal programs that are
designed to meet the same needs.  The case study results regarding
GATE programs, discussed above, reveal the importance of gathering
more-detailed information about program offerings than was possi-
ble with our surveys.

Table 6.2

Scheduling Modifications, by School Type

Matched
Conventional

Public Schools
(n = 137)

Charter
Schools

(n = 251)

Start-Up
Schools

(n = 181)

Conversion
Schools
(n = 69)

Block scheduling 26 37 43 21**
Before- or after-school en-

richment 76 69 64 83**
Academic intersessions or

summer school to provide
extra assistance for meeting
expectations 83 55* 45 76**

Academic intersessions or
summer school for acceler-
ation 47 29* 26 36

SOURCES:  2002 RAND charter school and matched conventional public school sur-
veys.
*Indicates charter school percentages that are statistically different from matched
conventional public school percentages at the 5 percent level.
**Indicates conversion school percentages that are statistically different from start-
up school percentages at the 5 percent level.



Academic Environments of Charter and Conventional Public Schools 125

Courses and Academic Program Requirements

The next several questions were directed at respondents whose
schools offered instruction at specific grade levels.  First, we asked
those whose schools included fourth grade to indicate how many
hours of instruction were offered in each of several subjects to the
typical fourth-grade student.  Table 6.3 indicates the percentage who
reported not offering each subject and the percentage who reported
teaching it for five hours or more per week.  As we mentioned above,
readers should keep in mind that these principals’ reports may not
always accurately represent how teachers allocate their time.  Valid-
ity of these responses may be particularly problematic for elementary
schools that typically do not have specified times allocated to each
subject.  Nevertheless, the directions of differences between school
types are likely to be reasonably accurate.

Although charter school principals reported offering approximately
the same amount of instructional time in math, English/language
arts, and other subjects as principals at conventional public schools,
charter schools did report offering statistically significantly more in-
struction in foreign languages and fine arts.  Among charter schools,

Table 6.3

Hours of Instruction Offered Each Week (4th Grade Only)

Matched
Conventional

Public Schools
(n = 112)

Charter Schools
(n = 172)

None

5–6
Hours

or More None

5–6
Hours

or More
English/language arts 0 92 0 88
Mathematics 0 89 0 88
Computer skills 9 3 18 7
Social studies 0 25 0 33
Sciences 1 20 0 20
Foreign languages 88 0 52* 6*
Fine arts 13 4 4* 7*
Physical education 3 11 2 13

SOURCES:  2002 RAND charter school and matched conventional public
school surveys.
*Indicates percentages that are statistically different from matched con-
ventional public school percentages at the 5 percent level.
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although not shown in Table 6.3, conversion schools offered signif-
icantly more instruction than start-up schools in English/language
arts, computer skills, and foreign languages.

We asked the same set of questions for principals whose schools of-
fered instruction in seventh grade.  The only statistically significant
difference observed was for mathematics, which charter school
principals reported offering in greater quantity than did conventional
public school principals (Table 6.4).  Conversion schools offered
more instruction in foreign languages than start-up schools.  Aside
from this, no statistically significant differences were observed
between charter school types.

Principals of charter schools in our case studies suggested that on
average they offer a longer instructional day than conventional pub-
lic schools do, and they noted that they spend at least some of the
extra hours on instruction in subjects that tend to receive little atten-
tion, particularly at the elementary school level.  It would be worth-
while in future studies to examine the school day schedule in detail

Table 6.4

Hours of Instruction Offered Each Week (7th Grade Only)

Matched
Conventional

Public Schools
(n = 64)

Charter Schools
(n = 143)

None

5–6
Hours

or More None

5–6
Hours

or More
English/language arts 0 70 0 81
Mathematics 0 61 0* 79*
Computer skills 14 11 13 7
Social studies 0 42 0 49
Sciences 0 42 0 45
Foreign languages 68 9 50 6
Fine arts 14 10 17 9
Physical education 5 33 7 26

SOURCES:  2002 RAND charter school and matched conventional public
school surveys.
*Indicates percentages that are statistically different from matched con-
ventional public school percentages at the 5 percent level.
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to understand these time allocation differences.  In addition, the
previous two tables make it clear that curricular offerings vary widely
for both charter and matched conventional public schools, with
some schools offering, for example, no instruction in fine arts and
others offering more than five hours per week.

Some of the differences in curriculum offerings between charter and
conventional public schools may stem from a greater level of flexi-
bility and autonomy among charter school teachers, which results
largely from the lack of district mandates imposed on charter
schools.  Case study teachers frequently expressed appreciation for
the fact that they had input into curricular decisions, and many of
them had worked with their colleagues to develop new curriculum
programs or to create supplemental materials to accompany pur-
chased curricula.  In addition, staff at some schools asserted that
their schools offered a broader curriculum than is typical in conven-
tional public schools.  The fact that this breadth reduced the time
available to devote to tested subjects created some tension, however.
One principal stated:

In the past, we did not place as much importance on the [state’s
content] standards.  However, our API rating was dropping tremen-
dously.  So we were forced to look at standards and try to incorpo-
rate them into the curriculum.  But I must stress that the arts and
physical education are completely overlooked.  We want to make
sure to keep those subjects alive here.

This tension is discussed further in the section on student testing.

For schools offering instruction in 12th grade, we asked about the
years of instruction in each subject required for high school gradua-
tion.  These numbers are presented in Table 6.5.  Charter schools on
average required slightly more instruction in computer science than
did their conventional public school counterparts; otherwise there
were no differences.  The similarity between school types probably
reflects, at least in part, the need to comply with the admissions re-
quirements set by the University of California and the California
State University systems.



128 Charter School Operations and Performance:  Evidence from California

Table 6.5

Years of Instruction Required (12th Grade Only)

Matched
Conventional

Public Schools
(n = 58)

Charter
Schools
(n = 91)

English/language arts 3.4 3.2
Mathematics 2.1 2.3
Computer science 0.4 0.7*
Social sciences, social studies 2.8 2.9
Physical or biological sciences 1.9 1.9
Foreign languages 0.7 0.8
Fine arts 0.9 1.0
Physical education 1.8 1.8

SOURCES:  2002 RAND charter school and matched conventional pub-
lic school surveys.
*Indicates percentages that are statistically different from matched
conventional public school percentages at the 5 percent level.

We also asked respondents whose schools included 12th grade to
specify the number of Advanced Placement (AP) courses their
schools offered.  We instructed them to count multiple sections of a
single course only once, so the reported number should indicate the
number of different courses offered.  Conventional public schools
reported offering an average of 7.6 courses, significantly more than
the 1.3 offered by the average charter school.  This difference may re-
sult in part from the larger enrollment in conventional public
schools, but it does suggest that students in charter high schools may
lack access to some AP courses.

Computers

We asked respondents to specify the number of computers available
for instructional purposes in the school.  Both charter and matched
conventional public schools reported a computer-to-student ratio of
approximately one to four with no significant difference.

This section discusses only a small fraction of the program and cur-
ricular elements that are of interest when trying to understand the
instructional environments of charter and conventional public
schools.  There is some evidence that although charter schools report
fewer formal programs for GATE, bilingual, and advanced placement
students, charter elementary schools are somewhat more likely than
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conventional public schools to offer instruction in arts and foreign
language.  The case studies provide more details on curricular offer-
ings and suggest that many charter school teachers and principals
are committed to offering a rich, innovative curriculum that ade-
quately serves all of their students.  Again, charter schools often look
very different from one another on these measures, so it is impossi-
ble to provide any generalizable descriptions of curriculum in charter
schools.

STUDENT TESTING

California’s Standardized Testing and Reporting program is designed
to provide information that teachers and administrators can use to
evaluate their own effectiveness and to change instructional
programs as needed.  STAR is part of a broader state accountability
system that is intended to create incentives for schools to improve
and to provide assistance to schools that show persistently poor
performance.  Although charter schools are subject to the same
testing and accountability provisions as conventional public schools,
some charter schools may have program emphases that result in a
decreased emphasis on the state’s standards and testing system.
Charter school administrators and teachers in a study by Ascher et al.
(1999) indicated that they experienced some tension between the
need to meet state standards and their desire for autonomy, and
many of them indicated that they made some curricular and instruc-
tional decisions as a result of state standards and testing.  Examining
the degree to which charter schools focus on STAR in their instruc-
tional activities and planning is important for understanding differ-
ences in operations between charter and conventional public
schools and for interpreting any differences that are observed in test
scores between the two types of school.

Our principal surveys included two sets of questions regarding the
school’s responses to STAR.  Table 6.6 shows the proportions of char-
ter and conventional public school principals who said they used
STAR data for specific purposes.  We limited these analyses to
schools that participated in STAR testing in 2001.  Charter schools
reported significantly lower rates than conventional public schools
for all six of our listed uses of STAR data.  Even so, these activities
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Table 6.6

Percentage of Schools Reporting Various Responses to STAR Data

Response

Matched
Conventional

Public Schools
(n = 181)

Charter
Schools

(n = 252)

Start-Up
Schools
(n = 142)

Conversion
Schools
(n = 68)

Realign curriculum 89 71* 65 90**
Reassign students to supple-

mental instruction 91 70* 65 79**
Determine next year’s instruc-

tional focus 94 71* 68 87**
Allocate resources 80 62* 57 77**
Identify problems with teaching 82 68* 68 69**
Shape content of professional

development 93 71* 65 84**

SOURCES:  2002 RAND charter school and matched conventional public school sur-
veys.
*Indicates charter school percentages that are statistically different from matched
conventional public school percentages at the 5 percent level.
**Indicates conversion school percentages that are statistically different from start-up
school percentages at the 5 percent level.

were not uncommon in charter schools, with approximately two-
thirds or more reporting that they engaged in these actions.

The table also shows the percentages for start-up and conversion
schools.  As with many of our other items, conversion schools more
closely resembled matched conventional public schools than did
start-up schools on most indicators.  Conversion schools were statis-
tically significantly more likely than start-up schools to report all uses
except “identify problems with teaching.”  It should also be noted,
though not shown on these tables, that the percentage of start-up
schools that participated in STAR in 2001 was smaller than the per-
centage of conversion schools that participated.

The other set of questions focusing on STAR asked principals to re-
port whether they had taken each of three actions in response to the
STAR testing program.  These analyses were also limited to schools
that participated in STAR in 2001.  Charter schools were less likely
than matched conventional public schools to have held staff meet-
ings that focused on STAR and to develop a school plan for improv-
ing STAR performance (Table 6.7).  There was no statistically signifi-
cant difference in the percentages of charter and conventional public
schools that reported implementing test-preparation activities.
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Table 6.7

Percentage of Schools Reporting Various Responses to STAR Data,
 by Charter School Type

Response

Matched
Conventional

Public Schools
(n = 143)

Charter
Schools
(n = 204)

Start-Up
Schools
(n = 142)

Conversion
Schools
(n = 68)

Hold staff meetings that fo-
cus on STAR 88 79* 73 92**

Develop school plan for im-
proving STAR performance 82 66* 59 89**

Implementing test-prepara-
tion activities 78 73 74 74

SOURCES:  2002 RAND charter school and matched conventional public school sur-
veys.
*Indicates charter school percentages that are statistically different from matched
conventional public school percentages at the 5 percent level.
**Indicates conversion school percentages that are statistically different from start-
up school percentages at the 5 percent level.

Among start-up and conversion schools, conversion schools were
more likely than start-up schools to report engaging in the first two
listed actions but, again, no difference was observed for test prepa-
ration.

Together, these results suggest that the instructional environments
in some charter schools may be less heavily influenced by the state
testing program than is the environment in the typical conventional
public school, but large numbers of charter schools do make an ef-
fort to tailor their programs to the need to increase their STAR scores.
Some of the differences between start-up and conversion schools
may result from the fact that the newer start-up schools have less ex-
perience with the STAR program and have not yet determined how it
will be incorporated into their educational programs; we can expect
these numbers to change as these schools become more involved in
the state’s accountability system.

Teachers and principals at the case study schools gave mixed re-
sponses regarding the role of the state’s standards and accountability
system in shaping their instructional programs.  At three schools,
staff indicated that although they acknowledged the importance of
incorporating the standards into instruction and of attaining high
test scores, these factors did not have a strong influence on instruc-
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tion in their schools.  One teacher who had previously taught in a
conventional public school stated that “In [traditional] public
schools everything was about the Stanford 9.  Here, that is not true.”
A principal in another school noted that the school was more ac-
countable to its chartering authority than to the state, and that “the
state is depending way too much on the API to see performance of
schools.”  Most of the staff at these schools asserted that their cur-
ricula were in fact reasonably well aligned with the state standards,
despite the decisions of the staff to avoid placing a heavy emphasis
on standards and testing.

At the remaining six schools, staff described the instructional envi-
ronment as being strongly shaped by the state standards and tests.
Staff in a Montessori school reported having chosen a specific
Montessori curriculum because it was ostensibly aligned with the
state standards.  At another school, the standards were posted on the
walls in each classroom, and teachers described the standards as
being the primary driver of classroom practices.  Staff at all of these
schools expressed frustration at having to meet test-score goals while
being expected to implement innovative programs.  One teacher said
that the state seemed to be sending the message that the school
should “innovate but fit in a box.”  Some teachers were particularly
concerned about their obligation to meet the needs of students who
traditionally do not perform well on such tests as the Stanford 9, par-
ticularly students whose first language was not English.

Curricular changes in response to standards and test scores were
common among the schools we visited.  At a school that offered a
bilingual program organized around social studies themes, staff
mentioned their frustration at having to respond to a drop in the
school’s Academic Performance Index.  This school had recently
adopted a new emphasis on literacy in response to the drop in
scores, resulting in a shift away from the social-studies-based cur-
riculum around which the school was originally conceived.  Teachers
at this school strongly believed that their approach was effective but
that they had not been given enough time to prove it.  In addition,
some expressed the opinion that the narrow focus of the state’s test-
ing program actually harmed students by limiting their exposure to
information about other cultures.  Such opinions were not uniform
across the case study schools, however; many teachers and princi-
pals stated that although it was sometimes difficult to offer a broad
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curriculum while meeting state standards, it was in fact a manage-
able task.

Several principals mentioned the innovation/accountability tension
as one of the primary challenges faced by charter schools.  One de-
scribed the challenge as follows:

We are struggling with questions of loss of innovation and a mea-
surement of flexibility for the schools.  I wish there were a way to
have a bit more freedom so we could see over time how the school
could actually help the students.  Perhaps we should figure out new
ways in which the schools can be held accountable, but this would
take a bit of faith on the policymaker’s part to afford us this free-
dom.

This principal, like many others we interviewed, did not deny the
importance of holding charter schools accountable for student per-
formance but thought that the current system was too rigid and nar-
rowly focused.  Although for the purposes of the present study we did
not visit conventional public schools, these sentiments are similar to
many that have been expressed by conventional public school staff
in other studies and in media reports.

These findings, although far from definitive, suggest that imposing
standards-based accountability on charter schools may be an effec-
tive approach for promoting a reasonable degree of emphasis on
content that the state considers important but at the same time may
frustrate some staff who want to offer innovative curriculum or in-
struction.  Large proportions of survey respondents reported using
the state’s testing program to shape instruction, and staff at all of our
case study schools were aware of the need to meet state standards
even though they varied in the relative emphasis they placed on
them.  It would be valuable to monitor charter schools’ efforts to re-
spond to accountability requirements, especially as the provisions of
the new federal educational accountability legislation take hold.

PARENT INVOLVEMENT

The fourth major topic examined in this chapter is parent involve-
ment.  Opportunity for parent participation is often believed to be
one of the strengths of charter schools, and studies suggest that
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charter schools tend to be effective at engaging parents.  Our surveys
included a set of questions that asked principals to indicate whether
their schools offered specific types of parent involvement opportu-
nities, and the level of parent participation in each.

Table 6.8 provides the percentages of respondents in charter and
conventional public schools who reported using various means of
facilitating parent participation and the reported rates of parent par-
ticipation.  Figure 6.5 shows the reported participation rates in each
activity.  The summaries of participation rates include only those re-
spondents who said that their school used a particular approach or
activity.  Charter schools were statistically significantly more likely
than matched conventional public schools to use contracts between
parents and school, although more than two-thirds of conventional
public schools reported engaging in this practice.  However, it is not
clear how principals defined the term “contract,” which makes these
results difficult to interpret.  Of the charter schools that did use con-
tracts, almost all of them reported high rates of parent participation,
whereas participation rates in conventional public schools were
lower.  It is not clear from our survey results why the participation

Table 6.8

Percentage of Charter and Matched Conventional Public Schools
Offering Parent Involvement Opportunities

Matched
Conventional

Public Schools
(n = 184)

Charter
Schools

(n = 253)
Open house or back-to-school night 98 92*
Parent-teacher conferences 80 87
Special events (e.g., science fairs, concerts) 90 81*
Parent education workshops 69 67
Contract between school and parent 68 80*
Parents volunteering in school 92 92
Parents involved in instructional issues 88 73*
Parents involved in governance 91 89
Parents involved in budget decisions 91 77*

SOURCES:  2002 RAND charter school and matched conventional public
school surveys.
*Indicates percentages that are statistically different from matched conven-
tional public school percentages at the 5 percent level.
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rates would vary, or what principals meant by “participation”—e.g.,
whether this referred to simply signing the contract or meeting its
provisions.  The requirement that parents sign contracts may affect
access to charter schools and could potentially contribute to the
problem of “skimming” discussed in Chapter Two.  Without more
evidence regarding the content of these contracts, however, we do
not know whether they placed undue burden on some families and
therefore discouraged enrollment of certain students.  An examina-
tion of contracts from the first round of charter schools in California
suggested that they may have been used as a way to ensure compli-
ance from parents, and that the use of such contracts may exclude
some students from charter schools (Becker et al., 1997), but without
seeing the contracts currently in use by schools in our study, it is im-
possible to determine their effects.

Our survey results suggested that several other parent involvement
mechanisms were statistically significantly more likely to be used by
conventional public schools than by charter schools.  These included
open houses or back-to-school nights, special events such as science
fairs or concerts, and parent involvement in instructional issues and
in budget decisions.  It is not clear that these results necessarily re-
flect different levels of involvement among parents at the two types
of schools.  First, charter schools reported higher rates of parent par-
ticipation for all of these activities, as shown in Figure 6.5.  Second, it
is impossible to determine from these survey questions the level of
involvement of parents.  For example, the apparent widespread
practice of involving parents in instructional issues, governance, and
budget decisions probably reflects the existence of school site
councils or other governance bodies.  Even though parents formally
participate on these bodies, their actual decisionmaking influence is
likely to vary widely among schools, and it is impossible to assess
whether parents are able to influence decisions in meaningful ways.
The next question on the charter school survey asked whether par-
ents or family members were required to participate or volunteer at
the school.  Forty-three percent of respondents said that there was
some mandatory parent involvement.  Start-up schools were statisti-
cally significantly more likely to require parent involvement than
were conversion schools (48 percent versus 33 percent).  A require-
ment for parent involvement suggests a strong commitment on the
part of the school to engaging parents in their children’s education
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but, again, without knowing the nature of the involvement or how
many parents are successfully engaged, it is difficult to interpret
these differences.

The case studies revealed a variety of parent involvement mecha-
nisms and approaches, including mandated volunteer time, mem-
bership on boards or governance councils, and parent-teacher con-
ferences.  One school even required parents to interview before
enrolling their children and, because the school was oversubscribed,
used the interviews to determine which students would be admitted;
the focus was on determining whether the parents were sufficiently
informed about and committed to the school’s mission.  Our visits
also revealed some challenges that arose from charter schools’ efforts
to balance parents’ desires for involvement with other needs of the
schools.  The principal of one school reported that founding parents
wanted to “run the school” and “make fundamental changes in
conflict with the charter, specifically over issues of student disci-
pline.”  The school responded by developing a new set of bylaws that
limited the representation of parents on the executive board.  Staff at
several schools said that the fact that parents chose the school facili-
tated involvement and made teachers more accountable to parents
than would be the case in a school they did not choose.  The two
schools serving primarily Hispanic student populations expressed
the most concern about low levels of parent involvement and had
instituted programs to provide outreach to families.

STUDENT DISCIPLINE

In this section we discuss two sets of survey questions that elicited
principals’ assessments of student disciplinary problems.  This in-
formation is important in part because it affects the instructional
environment of the school but also because some critics of charter
schools have suggested that any academic success charter schools
achieve is a result of easier-to-teach student populations.  These
questions, along with the discussions of charter school students in
Chapter Two and special education in Chapter Eight, shed some light
on possible differences in student populations between charter and
conventional public schools.

The first set of questions asked principals how many students were
suspended or expelled during the past year.  We divided these num-
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bers by the school’s enrollment to obtain a percentage for each
school.  Figure 6.6 shows that charter schools reported statistically
significantly fewer in-school suspensions but did not statistically
differ from conventional public schools in the percentage of out-of-
school suspensions or expulsions.

Next we asked principals to specify the percentage of students expe-
riencing problems with each of a set of behavioral and health issues.
Figure 6.7 presents the average reported percentages for charter and
conventional public schools.  There were no significant differences
on any of these questions other than student dropout and preg-
nancy, for which the charter school percentage was statistically sig-
nificantly higher than the conventional public school percentage.
These results indicate that charter and conventional public school
principals generally perceive similar degrees of difficulty with each of
these issues.
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As with the other survey questions discussed in this chapter, the
findings presented here should not be considered definitive evidence
of a lack of difference between school types.  In particular, the ques-
tions about behavioral and health problems are subject to principals’
interpretations of the frequency and severity of each problem.  It is
possible that rates of some of these behaviors may be higher than re-
ported and that principals simply do not view them as major
“problems.”  At the same time, there may be underreporting for
some of these behaviors and issues, for a variety of reasons including
but not limited to lack of awareness.  However, there is no reason to
believe that these potential sources of bias would apply to a greater
extent to one type of school than to another, and it is unlikely that
these results are masking any large differences between school types.

SUMMARY

Here we briefly summarize the main findings presented in this chap-
ter and discuss some of the limitations and implications of these
analyses.

• Professional development:  Charter school principals report
higher rates of teacher participation in informal professional de-
velopment, such as mentoring and shadowing programs, than do
conventional public school principals.  This difference is note-
worthy because there is some evidence that informal profes-
sional development is linked to improved student achievement
(Garet et al., 2001).

• Program offerings:  Charter schools are less likely than matched
conventional public schools to offer some types of programs
(e.g., GATE or summer school), but it is not clear that this trans-
lates into differences in how well students are served.  Case
studies suggest that charter schools look for ways to provide ap-
propriate instruction even in the absence of a formal program.

• Curriculum:  Charter schools report offering more instruction in
noncore subjects such as fine arts and foreign languages than do
matched conventional public schools, particularly in 4th grade.

• Testing:  Charter schools report less influence of STAR on in-
structional planning and practice than do matched conventional
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public schools, but they do not differ in reported involvement in
test-preparation activities.

• Parent involvement:  Charter schools differed from matched con-
ventional public schools in the percentages offering some types
of parent involvement activities, and charter schools reported
higher rates of parent participation in those activities that were
offered.

• Student discipline:  Reports of disciplinary action and percep-
tions of behavior problems did not differ between charter
schools and matched conventional public schools.
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Chapter Seven

STAFFING IN CHARTER AND CONVENTIONAL PUBLIC
SCHOOLS

Cassandra Guarino

INTRODUCTION

Charter schools are allowed to diverge from standard district policies
with respect to several issues involving the workforce.  Statewide
regulations regarding teacher qualifications are somewhat more re-
laxed for charter schools than for conventional public schools, al-
though not all charter schools differ from their conventional school
counterparts in this regard.1  Charter school legislation allows for an
even greater relaxation of regulations with regard to the certification
and experience of school principals than it does for teachers.  In
addition, the legislation grants charter school principals the
flexibility to employ, compensate, and dismiss teachers without
having to submit to the intervention of a district or a teacher’s union,
although the degree to which charter school principals make use of
these exemptions varies.

In this chapter, we examine the extent to which charter and conven-
tional public schools—and different types of charter schools—differ
along dimensions related to the qualifications, hiring, compensation,

______________ 
1The Charter Schools Act of 1992 states that “Teachers in charter schools shall be re-
quired to hold a Commission on Teacher Credentialing certificate, permit, or other
document equivalent to that which a teacher in other public schools would be re-
quired to hold. . . .  It is the intent of the Legislature that charter schools be given
flexibility with regard to noncore, noncollege preparatory courses.”
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and working conditions of teachers and principals.  In addition, we
explore principals’ perceptions of the importance of the flexibility
with regard to staffing that is permitted under the law and the degree
to which this flexibility is used.  The data to support these analyses
come from our surveys of principals and from administrative data
from California’s Department of Education.  In addition, these data
are supplemented with insights gathered during our visits to charter
school sites.

THE CHARACTERISTICS OF TEACHERS

To investigate the differences in the qualifications of instructional
staff between charter and conventional public schools, we analyzed
data from the PAIF of 2001–02, a database containing information
regarding the characteristics and instructional assignments of all
teachers in California.  We took data from the PAIF for the subsample
of charter and matched conventional public schools that responded
to our surveys.2  We used these data to investigate possible differ-
ences between the staffs of charter and matched conventional public
schools with respect to credentials, education, and experience.  The
reason for limiting this analysis to these schools was to maintain our
ability to compare charter schools to conventional public schools
with similar demographics and to maintain consistency with the rest
of the report.  We discuss the results of our analysis below.

Teaching Credentials

Although evidence from the literature is mixed on whether creden-
tialing matters in relation to student achievement (e.g., Goldhaber
and Brewer, 2000, 2001), politicians and educators across the country
often advocate increasing the proportion of credentialed teachers
within the classroom, especially in low-income schools (e.g., Darling-
Hammond et al., 2001).  In this section, we use the PAIF data to ex-
amine the extent to which charter and matched conventional public
schools use credentialed teachers.  The PAIF data can be aggregated
to calculate the percentages of teachers in each school who have full
credentials, emergency credentials, waivers, and other types of

______________ 
2See Appendix A for our weighted adjustments for nonresponse bias.
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permits such as district internships, precredentials, etc.  Using these
data, Table 7.1 shows that approximately 76 percent of charter school
teachers possessed a full teaching credential in 2001–02, whereas ap-
proximately 88 percent of teachers in matched conventional public
schools possessed a full credential3—a statistically significant differ-
ence.  Approximately 21 percent of charter school teachers held

Table 7.1

Percentage of Teachers, by Qualification Type

Qualification

Matched
Conventional

Public Schools
(n = 184)

Charter
Schools
(n = 257)

Conversion
Schools
(n = 70)

Start-Up
Schools

(n = 180)
Full credential 87.5 75.8* 88.0** 67.4
Emergency credential 10.0 21.5* 15.6** 27.4
Waiver 0.8 2.1* 0.9** 3.3
Full credential (core sec-

ondary school teachers) 86.4 71.7* — —
Subject authorization

(elementary school
teachers) 95.7 96.0 — —

Subject authorization
(secondary school
English teachers) 73.4 53.7* — —

Subject authorization
(secondary school math
teachers) 79.7 50.1* — —

Subject authorization
(secondary school
science teachers) 85.1 57.6* — —

SOURCE:  California Department of Education PAIF data.
*Indicates charter school percentages that are statistically different from matched
conventional public school percentages at the 5 percent level.
**Indicates conversion school percentages that are statistically different from start-
up school percentages at the 5 percent level.

______________ 
3To obtain a true picture of the amount of instruction delivered by credentialed staff,
all percentages were calculated using the number of full-time-equivalent (FTE) teach-
ers (rather than the number of individual teachers) in each category divided by the to-
tal number of full-time-equivalent teaching staff, since a significant number of teach-
ers worked part time.  The percentage estimates and the statistical comparisons were
then calculated according to the procedure described in Appendix B.    The regressions
were weighted by a weight consisting of the survey school analysis weight multiplied
by the total teaching FTE for each school to produce the overall proportion of teachers
in the specific categories in charter schools and conventional public schools.
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emergency credentials, in contrast to 10 percent of teachers in
matched conventional public schools.  Again, this difference was
significant in the statistical sense.  Two percent of charter school
teachers and less than 1 percent of matched conventional public
school teachers had waivers.  The remaining 1 to 2 percent of teach-
ers in both school types were distributed among various types of in-
ternships.

Within the group of charter schools, approximately 67 percent of
teachers in start-up schools possessed a full credential, in contrast to
88 percent in conversion schools—again, a statistically significant
difference.  Start-up schools employed larger percentages of teachers
with emergency credentials than did conversion schools—27 versus
16 percent, and the difference was statistically significant.

Since the PAIF data allow us to look at the types of teachers teaching
various classes and assignments, we are also able to look at the per-
centage of credentialed teachers teaching core subjects in secondary
schools. Core subjects are defined as English, mathematics, social
studies, science, and foreign language.  For secondary schools, ap-
proximately 72 percent of charter school core teachers possessed a
full credential, whereas 86 percent of core teachers in matched con-
ventional public schools possessed a full credential—a statistically
significant difference.  Nearly all of the remainder of core teachers in
both types of secondary schools possessed emergency credentials.

In addition, we are able to determine the percentage of teachers
teaching subjects for which they had obtained a subject authoriza-
tion.  In elementary schools, we checked to see what percentage of
teachers had either an elementary, self-contained classroom, or
multiple-subject credential.  In secondary schools, we checked to see
what percentage of teachers teaching English, mathematics, and sci-
ence had secondary or subject-specific classroom authorizations in
the subject being taught.  Our analysis suggests no significant differ-
ence at the elementary school level, with 96 percent of both charter
and conventional elementary school teachers in possession of the
relevant authorization.  At the secondary school level, however, the
differences were large and statistically significant.  The analysis
shows that 54, 50, and 58 percent of charter secondary school teach-
ers teaching English, mathematics, and science, respectively,
possessed the relevant subject authorization, in contrast to 73, 80,
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and 85 percent of secondary school teachers in matched
conventional public schools.

It is important to note that the regulation requiring that teachers in
core subjects hold the same qualifications that are required in con-
ventional public schools was imposed on charter schools years after
the original charter legislation was written.  This regulation came in
the form of a 1998 amendment to the original 1992 legislation (see
Chapter One).  It is therefore possible that some start-up schools
might lag behind conversion and conventional public schools in the
percentages of teachers with full credentials in the time period repre-
sented by our data—namely, the 2001–02 school year.  Since most
start-up schools were formed after 1998, however, it is more likely
that funding or teacher supply constraints may be factors producing
the differences in the qualifications of teachers in these schools.

Teaching Experience

Another factor often considered to be related to the quality of in-
struction is the experience level of teachers.  Again, using the PAIF
data, Figure 7.1 shows that teachers in charter schools were, on aver-
age, less experienced than those in noncharter schools.  The analysis
shows that the average charter school teacher had approximately
10.1 years of experience in contrast to the 13.6 years of experience
possessed by the average matched conventional public school
teacher—a statistically significant difference.

The experience differential between teachers in start-up and con-
version schools was also notable.  Teachers in start-up schools pos-
sessed, on average, 8.7 years of experience, in contrast to the 11.4
years of experience of the average teacher in a conversion school.  In
addition, teachers in large charter schools collectively had more ex-
perience than those in small charter schools (11 versus nine years).

The experience of teachers in core subjects also differed for charter
and noncharter secondary schools.  Core teachers in charter sec-
ondary schools possessed an average of nine years of experience, in
contrast to 13 years of experience for their secondary school coun-
terparts in matched conventional public schools.
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Figure 7.1—Teacher Experience

THE CHARACTERISTICS OF PRINCIPALS

In this section, we examine the characteristics of principals in charter
and conventional public schools using responses from our principal
survey.  The survey asked principals to describe their qualifications,
experience, and demographic characteristics. We find a number of
differences in the characteristics of charter school and matched con-
ventional public school principals and between principals of differ-
ent types of charter schools.  Whether these differences are corre-
lated with differences in quality is beyond the scope of this study, but
they do suggest that either financial constraints cause charter
schools to hire principals with fewer educational credentials or that
underlying philosophical differences exist between charter and con-
ventional public schools in the value placed on certain attributes of
school leaders.  One caveat to keep in mind in interpreting these data
is that they are based on self-reports.
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Credentials and Qualifications of Principals

We found that the principals in charter schools were less likely than
principals in matched conventional public schools to report having
either a teaching credential or an administrative credential, and the
differences were statistically significant.  The results of this analysis
are displayed in Table 7.2.  Eighty-six versus 99 percent of charter
and matched conventional public school principals, respectively, re-
ported having a teaching credential, and 61 versus 97 percent re-
ported having an administrative credential.  Since the administrative
credential generally consists of a master’s degree in California, it is
not surprising to find that more than 95 percent of matched conven-
tional public school principals reported that they had a master’s de-
gree or more, whereas 76 percent of charter school principals re-
ported that they had this level of postgraduate education.

Within the group of charter schools, principals of start-up schools
were less likely than principals of conversion schools to have a full
teaching credential, an administrative credential, or a master’s de-
gree—80, 49, and 71 percent versus 100, 93, and 91 percent, respec-
tively.

We also examined the prior experience of principals.  Charter and
matched conventional public school principals differed significantly
with respect to their prior occupations, as might be expected, given
the latitude of charter school legislation on this point.  We asked

Table 7.2

Percentage of Principals, by Qualification Type

Qualification

Matched
Conventional

Public Schools
(n = 182)

Charter
Schools
(n = 251)

Conversion
Schools
(n = 68)

Start-Up
Schools

(n = 180)
Full credential 99.2 85.6* 100.0** 80.2
Administrative credential 97.0 61.2* 92.9** 49.1
Master’s degree 94.5 76.3* 90.6** 70.8

SOURCES:  2002 RAND charter school and matched conventional public school sur-
veys.
*Indicates charter school percentages that are statistically different from matched
conventional public school percentages at the 5 percent level.
**Indicates conversion school percentages that are statistically different from start-up
school percentages at the 5 percent level.
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principals to tell us which of the following categories described their
most recent prior occupation:  principal, assistant principal, other
school administrative position, teacher, other occupation within the
field of education, and other occupation outside the field of educa-
tion.  We also asked whether the prior positions relating to education
were in private schools or public schools.  Whereas over 73 percent of
conventional public school principals answered that they were prin-
cipals or assistant principals of public schools before taking on their
current position, only 40 percent of the charter school principals
gave this response.  No principals of matched conventional public
schools said that they had been administrators in private schools,
whereas 6 percent of charter school principals had come from pri-
vate school administration.  Although 12.9 percent of principals in
matched conventional public schools came to the principalship from
a teaching position, 22 percent of charter school principals had been
teachers immediately before taking their current positions, and
whereas only one conventional public school principal came from a
nonteaching or nonadministrative occupation outside the field of
education, 10 percent of the charter school principals (25) came from
an occupation outside the field of education.  All differences in prior
occupation between charter and matched conventional public
school principals were statistically significant.

Administrative and Teaching Experience

We also asked principals to tell us the amount of school administra-
tion and teaching experience they possessed.  As shown in Table 7.3,
principals in charter schools had shorter tenures in their current
schools than those in matched conventional public schools (3.1 years
versus 4.4 years), as would be expected, since so many charter
schools are very new.  Charter school principals tended to have less
total experience in school administration, as well—9.1 versus 11.5
years.  Charter and matched conventional public school principals
showed no statistically significant difference with respect to class-
room teaching experience, however.  Both reported an average of
about 12 to 13-1/2 years of this type of experience.
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Table 7.3

 Principal Experience

Matched
Conventional

Public Schools
Charter
Schools

Conversion
Schools

Start-Up
Schools

Experience No. % No. % No. % No. %
Tenure at current

school 182 4.4 248 3.1* 66 5.2** 182 2.4
Total years of experi-

ence as a school
administrator 179 11.5 246 9.1* 66 11.4** 180 8.2

Total years of class-
room teaching
experience 184 13.6 248 12.1 66 12.0 182 12.0

SOURCES:  2002 RAND charter school and matched conventional public school
surveys.
*Indicates charter school percentages that are statistically different from matched
conventional public school percentages at the 5 percent level.
**Indicates conversion school percentages that are statistically different from start-
up school percentages at the 5 percent level.

Within the group of charter schools, principals of start-up schools
had shorter tenures and less experience as administrators than those
in conversion schools—2.4 and 8.2 versus 5.2 and 11.4 years, respec-
tively.  Start-up and conversion school principals did not show a sta-
tistically significant difference in the amount of teaching experience
they possessed (approximately 12 years for both types of principals).

Principals of small charter schools have shorter tenures and less ex-
perience as administrators than those in large charter schools—1.9
and 7.2 versus 4.6 and 13 years, respectively.4  Principals in small and
large charter schools do not show a statistically significant difference
in the amount of teaching experience they possess.

______________ 
4Multivariate analyses revealed that the importance of school size in relation to the
tenure of charter school principals diminished when controlling for the status of the
school (conversion or start-up).  The importance of school size remained strong in re-
lation to administrative experience, however, even after controlling for status.
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In addition to examining the qualifications of principals, we also
asked about their demographic characteristics.  We found that prin-
cipals in charter schools were more likely to be female.  In fact, the
majority (57 percent) of charter school principals were female, com-
pared to 44 percent of matched conventional public school princi-
pals, a statistically significant difference.  With respect to the race or
ethnicity of principals in the two types of schools, we found no dif-
ferences.

WORKING CONDITIONS AND COMPENSATION OF
TEACHERS

According to information provided on our survey of principals,
teachers in charter schools reportedly worked an average of five days
more per year than those in matched conventional public schools,
and the difference was statistically significant.  It is important to re-
member, however, that these data are based on principals’ reported
estimates.  According to their principals, teachers in both types of
schools often worked more than the required number of hours per
week.

Although we did not have access to data on the salaries of teachers,
we asked principals about the use of salary schedules and collective
bargaining agreements in setting salaries.  The responses from the
surveys suggest that charter and matched conventional public
schools differed substantially in the use of these instruments.   Sev-
enty-eight percent of charter school principals reported that they
used a salary schedule, whereas all matched conventional public
schools had schedules.  Our analysis suggests that about a third of
charter schools—32 percent—were engaged in collective bargaining
agreements with a teachers’ union, whereas 83 percent of the
matched conventional public schools reported such an arrange-
ment—a statistically significant difference.

Although a number of the schools we visited used a set salary sched-
ule, merit pay had been instituted in a number of others.  In one
case, a teacher found this to be objectionable.  One school gave stan-
dard starting salaries to new teachers but rewarded continuing
teachers on the basis of performance.  At the time we visited it, this
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particular school was in the process of developing an explicit set of
performance pay criteria.

WORKING CONDITIONS AND COMPENSATION OF
PRINCIPALS

In our surveys of school principals, we asked them to specify where
their salary fell within a range of salaries.  We also asked them to re-
port the number of hours they worked and the number of days they
were contractually bound to work each year.  We found a number of
differences between charter and matched conventional public
school principals in compensation and working conditions and be-
tween different types of charter schools.

On average, principals in charter schools received a lower salary than
did their counterparts in conventional public schools, and the distri-
bution of earnings was quite different.  Thirty-four percent of charter
school principals reported annual earnings of less than $65,001,
compared to only 9 percent of matched conventional public school
principals.  Ninety percent of matched conventional public school
principals earned between $65,001 and $110,000, compared to 63
percent for charter school principals. Twenty-seven percent of
matched conventional public school principals earned more than
$95,000, whereas only 14 percent of charter school principals earned
this amount.

The reported number of hours worked per week did not show a sta-
tistically significant difference for the two types of principals—these
averaged between 51 and 53 hours during the regular school year
and between 27 and 30 hours during the summer.  Charter school
principals reported working an average of 218 contracted days per
year, and noncharter school principals reported working an average
of 213 contracted days per year.  The difference approached
statistical significance at the 5 percent level.5

In general, we know from prior research on principal labor markets
(Gates et al., 2003) that elementary school principals are more likely
to be female and to earn less than secondary school principals, so the

______________ 
5The t-statistic for this difference was 1.85 and the p-value was .0655.
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lower grade span of charter schools may explain the differences we
find in gender and salary.  In addition, the same prior research in-
forms us that principals in smaller schools tend to earn less than
those in larger schools.  Thus, the smaller average size of charter
schools further explains the reported differences in compensation.
We also found in our data that start-up school principals tended to
be less like matched conventional public school principals than con-
version school principals, further accounting for the observed differ-
ences along every dimension reported.

Our site visits to charter schools informed us that financial con-
straints may also contribute to differences in the compensation of
principals in some schools.  One principal told us that she worked
only four days a week to meet budget constraints and that enroll-
ment growth beyond 80 students had been necessary to allow for a
principal’s salary to be paid.  Another school with over 1,000 stu-
dents, on the other hand, was co-led by two principals with special-
ized roles, suggesting that economies of scale that could be used to
pay for administrators existed when schools were larger.

THE COMPOSITION OF THE INSTRUCTIONAL STAFF

The composition of the instructional staff did not differ in a statisti-
cally significant sense in charter and noncharter schools.  In both
types of schools, approximately 62 percent of the total full-time-
equivalent staff were teachers, 15 percent were teacher aides or
paraprofessionals, and 7 to 9 percent were special education aides.
The remaining staff were noninstructional.

Within the group of charter schools, we found statistically significant
differences between start-up and conversion schools only in the per-
centage of total staff that was made up of special education aides.
Only 2 percent of the staff in start-up schools consisted of special ed-
ucation aides, in contrast to 11 percent in conversion schools.

PRINCIPALS’ USE AND PERCEPTIONS OF CONTROL

One objective of the charter design was to provide greater control
over the operation of charter schools, including salaries and benefits,
hiring, firing, and staff discipline.  Table 7.4 displays the responses of
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principals to survey questions that ask about the level of control over
these items and the importance of this control.

We first examine the extent to which principals perceived that they
had flexibility with regard to aspects of employment that shape the
teaching staff.  In our surveys of both charter and conventional pub-
lic school principals, we asked them to tell us how much control they
felt they had (on a scale of 1 to 4, with 4 being the maximum level of
control6) over staff salaries.  Principals of charter schools reported a
statistically significantly greater sense of control over salaries than
did the principals of matched conventional public schools.  Charter
school principals reported an average of 2.9 points on the four-point
scale versus 1.5 points for the matched conventional public school
principals.  In the same manner, we asked principals to rate the level
of control they had with respect to the hiring, discipline, and dis-
missal of the teaching staff.  Charter school principals reported an
average of 3.5 points on the four-point scale versus 2.9 points for the
other group of principals, again a statistically significant difference.

Next, we asked principals the extent to which they deemed their cur-
rent level of control over these aspects of the teaching workforce to
be important to the operation of the school.  On average, charter
school principals perceived control over salaries and benefits to be
more important than did matched conventional public school prin-
cipals:  On a scale of 1 to 4, with 4 being the maximum level of con-
trol, charter school principals responded with a mean of 3.4 and
matched conventional public school principals responded with a
mean of 2.5, a statistically significant difference.  Similarly, in rating
the importance to the operation of the school of their current level of
control over staff hiring, discipline, and dismissal, charter school
principals responded with an average of 3.9 points on a four-point
scale versus 3.6 points for their conventional public school counter-
parts—a statistically significant though small difference.  It is impor-
tant to keep in mind that these ratings are entirely subjective.  It
could be the case that, once given control, all principals would rate
the importance of control more highly.

______________ 
6See Question 13 in the charter school survey and the public school survey of princi-
pals in Appendix D.
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Within the group of charter schools, we found that principals of start-
up schools felt that they had a greater level of control over staff
salaries and benefits and over staff hiring, discipline, and dismissal
than principals in conversion schools (see Table 7.4).  Conversion
school principals looked similar to the principals of matched con-
ventional public schools in this regard.

With respect to staff salaries and benefits, the principals of start-up
schools also felt that control was more important than did the prin-
cipals in conversion schools.  It is interesting to note that the princi-
pals in start-up and conversion schools did not differ in their rating
of the importance of control over staff hiring, discipline, and dis-
missal.  Thus, it appears that although principals in conversion
schools felt that they had less control in this area, they considered
such control to be just as important as did start-up school  principals.

Several of our other survey questions were devoted to obtaining in-
formation about some of the specific ways in which the teaching staff
were hired and remunerated and their contractual obligations or
working conditions.  For example, we asked principals about their
perceived importance of certain criteria in considering applicants for
teaching positions in their schools.  The results are displayed in
Table 7.5.  The responses in the survey suggest that teaching creden-
tials, a college major in the field to be taught, and passage of the Cali-
fornia Basic Education Skills Test (CBEST) were regarded as more or
less equally important by charter and conventional public school
principals.  Charter school principals, however, were more likely
than conventional public school principals to report that they valued
noneducational skills or real world experience, and conventional
public school principals were more likely than charter school
principals to report that they valued passage of standardized tests of
subject knowledge or extensive college work in the subject area to be
taught.

Our site visits to charter schools appeared to confirm the importance
perceived by principals of control over salaries and benefits, hiring,
discipline, and dismissal of staff.  Two principals cited instances in
which they had dismissed teachers on the basis of performance.  Al-
though a number of principals we interviewed lamented that bud-
getary constraints made it difficult to match teacher salaries at
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Table 7.5

Screening Considerations for Hiring Teachers

Matched
Conventional

Public Schools
Charter
Schools

Criteria for Hiring No.

Level of
Importance
(1–4 scale) No.

Level of
Importance
(1–4 scale)

Full standard credential for field to be
taught 176 3.7 248 3.6

At least emergency permit or en-
dorsement for field to be taught 169 3.5 232 3.6

College major in field to be taught 172 3.1 231 2.9*
Passage of CBEST test of basic skills 176 3.8 238 3.8
Passage of Praxis of SSATa test of

subject knowledge or extensive
college work in the subject area to be
taught 173 2.9 230 2.7*

Noneducational skills or real world
experience 172 2.7 234 3.0*

SOURCES:  2002 RAND charter school and matched conventional public school sur-
veys.
*Indicates percentages that are statistically different from matched conventional
public school percentages at the 5 percent level.
aSingle Subject Assessment for Teaching.

conventional public schools and one principal told us that she was
forced to hire inexperienced staff because of fiscal limitations, some
principals claimed that the participatory environment of the school
made it very attractive as a workplace and that they were able to
draw teachers away from their districts.  Three principals said that
word of mouth was their best recruitment strategy.  Although a num-
ber of principals and teachers stated that they hired or preferred to
hire only credentialed teachers, one principal told us that many of
his teachers came from businesses because they found teaching to
be a meaningful career.

In addition, the case studies presented a picture in which principals
often used their freedom to create a democratic atmosphere in which
important decisions were shared with teachers.  In two cases, the
principal used flexibility with regard to hiring to grant teachers an
equal say in deciding whether to hire particular candidates.  Teach-
ers in all of the schools visited said that they felt that they played an
important role in decisionmaking, and some teachers in schools that
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had been converted from conventional public schools felt that they
were treated with more respect after conversion.  At one school,
teachers were directly involved in budget setting and the determina-
tion of salaries.  This process had led, in the prior year, to a decision
on the part of teachers to give themselves smaller raises to devote
more of the budget to expenditures on items related to the curricu-
lum.

SUMMARY

In summary, our analysis suggests that the characteristics of teachers
and principals differed between charter and conventional public
schools along several important dimensions.  In addition, these dif-
ferences were often due to differences between start-up and conver-
sion schools.  Our findings can be summarized as follows:

• Teachers in charter schools were less likely than those in
matched conventional public schools to have a full teaching cre-
dential.  In general, the use of emergency credentials was more
widespread in charter schools.  The difference was driven by the
fact that teachers in start-up schools were less likely than those
in conversion schools to have a full teaching credential.

• Smaller percentages of secondary school teachers teaching core
subjects in charter schools had full credentials or subject autho-
rizations than did those in matched conventional public schools.

• Teachers in charter schools were, on average, somewhat less ex-
perienced than those in matched conventional public schools,
and teachers in start-up schools were, on average, less experi-
enced than those in conversion schools.

• Teachers in charter schools reportedly worked approximately
five days more per year than those in matched conventional
public schools.

• Principals in charter schools were less likely to have a teaching or
administrative credential than those in matched conventional
public schools.  They were also less likely to have a master’s or
doctoral degree.
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• Principals in charter schools worked approximately the same
number of days per year as those in matched conventional pub-
lic schools but earned lower annual salaries.

• Principals in charter schools had shorter tenures in their current
positions and less total experience in school administration than
those in matched conventional public schools.  Much of the dif-
ference in school administration experience was due to the fact
that start-up school principals have less experience than conver-
sion school principals.  Charter and matched conventional pub-
lic school principals also differed with respect to the type of job
they held before their current position as principal.

• Principals in charter schools felt that they had greater control
over staff hiring, dismissal, salaries, and benefits than those in
matched conventional public schools.

• Principals in charter schools valued noneducation-related expe-
rience more highly than those in matched conventional public
schools; the reverse was true with respect to the value placed on
extensive college coursework or standardized tests related to
subject matter knowledge.
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Chapter Eight

SPECIAL EDUCATION IN CHARTER AND
CONVENTIONAL PUBLIC SCHOOLS

Cassandra Guarino and Derrick Chau

INTRODUCTION

Charter schools, although exempt from many state and local regula-
tions, must still abide by federal regulations regarding the education
of students with disabilities.  A number of studies have indicated that
it is a challenge for charter schools to serve special education stu-
dents (Ahearn et al., 2001; Finn et al., 2000).  This chapter explores a
number of important issues relating to serving special education
students in California’s charter schools.

The public school system must identify and educate students with
special needs by creating and implementing an Individualized Edu-
cation Plan (IEP) for each of them.  Furthermore, schools are urged
to serve these students in the least restrictive setting that is con-
ducive to learning.  Two issues of primary concern to special educa-
tion policymakers, therefore, are the proper identification and the
service of students with special needs.  A question in the minds of
many educators is whether charter schools, with their particular
constraints relating to facilities and funding, can identify and serve
special education students as well as conventional public schools.
Our surveys contained several questions designed to elicit informa-
tion that would enable us to answer these questions.
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IDENTIFICATION OF SPECIAL EDUCATION STUDENTS

In our surveys, we asked school principals to tell us the number of
students at their school who had currently been given an IEP.  For
each school, we then divided this number by the school’s reported
enrollment figure to obtain the school’s percentage of students with
IEPs—i.e., its rate of identification of special needs students.  As
shown in Table 8.1, we compared the rates of identification of stu-
dents with special needs in charter schools with those of such stu-
dents in conventional public schools.1  We found that approximately
7.6 percent of charter school students were given an IEP in contrast
to 8.9 percent of students in the conventional public schools in our
sample.  The difference of 1.3 percentage points approached but did
not reach statistical significance at the 5 percent level.  The signifi-
cance of the difference was sensitive to the inclusion of certain
schools, however.  Two schools in our sample focused on special ed-
ucation services and had student bodies that were primarily made up
of students with an IEP.  Both were charter schools.  After deleting
these two schools, we found that the percentage of charter school
students with IEPs fell slightly to 7.2, and the difference in the per-
centage of IEP students between charter and matched conventional

Table 8.1

Percentage of Special Education and Severely Disabled Students

Matched
Conventional

Public Schools
Charter
Schools

Conversion
Schools

Start-Up
Schools

Student Type No. % No. % No. % No. %
IEP 176 8.9 249 7.6 183 10.4** 67 5.5
Severely disabled 172 1.1 242 1.3 174 2.3** 69 0.4

SOURCES:  2002 RAND charter school and matched conventional public school sur-
veys and 2001–02 CBEDS data.
**Indicates conversion school percentages that are statistically different from start-up
school percentages at the 5 percent level.

______________ 
1To conduct our statistical comparison, we regressed the school-level proportions of
students with IEPs on a dichotomous variable indicating charter status in the manner
described in Appendix B.  In these regressions, weights consisted of the survey analysis
weight multiplied by the enrollment figure for each school to produce the overall pro-
portion of special education students in charter schools versus that in matched
conventional public schools.
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public schools became statistically significant.  Thus, the difference
in identification rates between charter and noncharter schools was
not robust to the inclusion of outliers.

We also asked principals to tell us how many special education stu-
dents in their schools had severe disabilities (e.g., severe autism,
deaf-blindness, severe developmental delay, severe emotional dis-
turbance, severe hearing impairment or deafness, severe mental re-
tardation, multiple disabilities, severe orthopedic impairment, trau-
matic brain injury, or severe visual impairments or blindness).  As
shown in Table 8.1, charter schools reported that 1.3 percent of their
overall student populations were severely disabled.  Conventional
public schools reported that 1.1 percent of students overall were
severely disabled.  The difference was not statistically significant, nor
was it sensitive to the inclusion or exclusion of the two special edu-
cation charter schools.

Within the group of charter schools, identification rates varied con-
siderably according to whether the school was a start-up or a con-
version, which is also shown in Table 8.1.  Students with IEPs formed
10.4 percent of the student population in conversion schools and
only 5.5 percent of the student population in start-up schools.  The
difference was highly statistically significant.2  Similarly, the rate of
identification of students with severe disabilities was significantly
different for start-up and conversion schools.  Only 0.4 percent of
students in start-up schools were diagnosed with severe disabilities,
in contrast to 2.3 percent of students in conversion schools.  Thus,
conversion schools not only tended to have higher percentages of
students with special needs and severe disabilities than did start-up
schools, but their percentages appeared to exceed those of matched
conventional public schools as well.

A possible explanation for the surprisingly large differences in iden-
tification rates between start-up and conversion schools could be
that facility or financing constraints for the start-up schools are in-
fluencing their ability to serve students with special needs.  Although
it is difficult to test this hypothesis with our data, we were able to rule
out school size as a cause of the differences.  Within the group of

______________ 
2The results reported in all ensuing tables in this chapter include the two special edu-
cation charter schools, since the results are not sensitive to their inclusion.
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charter schools, our results tended not to vary by the size of the
school.  The percentages of students with IEPs and with severe dis-
abilities did not differ in the statistical sense between small and large
charter schools.3  It therefore remains an open question as to
whether start-up schools are financially or otherwise limited to
serving fewer students with special needs.  Facility or financial con-
straints are not the only possible explanation for low identification
rates in certain types of schools.  These schools may instead choose
not to give a marginal student an IEP out of a belief that the stigma of
special education may cause more harm than benefit to the child.
Thus, philosophical rather than cost-related motives may influence
identification rates.

Anecdotal evidence suggests that both types of disincentives to
identification may exist in start-up schools.  During our site visits,
principals of start-up schools often referred to fiscal pressures in
conjunction with special education services and sometimes claimed
that keeping the level of special education programs on a par with
expanding needs was challenging.  One principal mentioned a
severely disabled special education student whom the school was
unable to serve because of a lack of proper facilities.  One start-up
school principal claimed that her school attracted more than the av-
erage number of special education students because their small class
sizes were conducive to meeting the learning needs of these children
and because the district sometimes sent these students their way.

SPECIAL EDUCATION SERVICE DELIVERY

In addition to examining identification rates, we looked for possible
differences in the way charter and noncharter schools deliver special
education services.  We asked how many special education students
were currently being served in each of three possible instructional
settings or services in the school:  (a) exclusively in general education
classrooms, (b) exclusively in separate classrooms (i.e., in self-con-
tained special classrooms or departmentalized special education

______________ 
3Small schools were defined as schools with fewer than 200 students, and large
schools were defined as schools with 500 or more students.  Auxiliary multivariate
analyses also showed that enrollment size was not a factor determining identification
rates after adjusting for school status (start-up or conversion).
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classes), and (c) part of the time in general education classrooms and
part of the time in separate classrooms (i.e., pullout programs).  We
found strong differences between charter and matched conventional
public schools in the preferred mode of special education service de-
livery.

As displayed in Table 8.2, charter schools reported serving a signifi-
cantly higher percentage of students exclusively in the general edu-
cation classroom than did conventional public schools, 39 versus 19
percent.  Charter schools and conventional public schools reported
that 25 percent and 20 percent of their students, respectively, were
served exclusively in separate classrooms, but these differences were
not statistically distinguishable.  Last, charter schools and conven-
tional public schools reported that 37 percent and 61 percent of their
students, respectively, were served part of the time in the general ed-
ucation classroom and part of the time in separate classrooms.  This
difference was large and statistically significant.  Clearly, charter
schools tended to rely heavily on mainstreaming their special educa-
tion students, whereas matched conventional public schools tended
to rely heavily on pullout programs.

Table 8.2

Service of Special Education Students

Matched
Conventional

Public
Schools

Charter
Schools

Conversion
Schools

Start-Up
Schools

Service Setting No. % No. % No. % No. %
Exclusively in general ed-

ucation classroom 167 19.3 240 38.5* 172 20.7** 67 63.8
Exclusively in separate

classroom 168 20.1 240 24.7 173 38.9** 66 4.1
Part of the time in general

education classroom
and part of the time in
separate classroom 167 60.6 240 36.8* 173 40.4 66 32.1

SOURCES:  2002 RAND charter school and matched conventional public school sur-
veys.
*Indicates charter school percentages that are statistically different from matched
conventional public school percentages at the 5 percent level.
**Indicates conversion school percentages that are statistically different from start-up
school percentages at the 5 percent level.
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To determine the degree to which charter schools were homoge-
neous in their modes of service delivery, we looked at differences
between start-up and conversion schools; these results are also dis-
played in Table 8.2.  We found distinct differences between these two
types of charter schools.  Sixty-four percent of special needs students
in start-up schools were mainstreamed, whereas 21 percent were
mainstreamed in conversion schools, and the difference was highly
statistically significant.  This was counterbalanced by the fact that
only 4 percent of special needs students in start-up schools were
served exclusively in separate classrooms versus 39 percent in con-
version schools—also a large and statistically significant difference.
Finally, we found no statistically significant difference between start-
up and conversion schools in the percentages of students served in
pullout programs.

Differences in the size of charter schools were also associated with
service delivery choices.  Large charter schools mainstreamed a
smaller percentage (34 percent) of their special education students
than did small charter schools (61 percent), and the difference was
statistically significant (see Table 8.2).  However, large charter
schools tended to serve larger percentages of their special education
students in separate classrooms than small charter schools did—28
percent versus three percent, respectively.  We found no evidence
that the size of the charter school mattered in percentages of stu-
dents served in pullout programs.4

Taken together, the findings displayed in Tables 8.1 and 8.2 paint an
interesting picture of the variation in special education populations
and modes of service delivery across conventional public schools,
conversion schools, and start-up schools. Each type of school shows
a different pattern of service delivery.  Start-up schools mainstream
the majority of their special needs students—a service delivery
choice that may be related to constraints on finances or facilities, to a
philosophy of inclusion, or to a combination of both of these rea-
sons.  Conversion schools serve a higher percentage of special needs
children than do either start-up schools or conventional public

______________ 
4Multivariate analyses established that the size effect disappeared when controlling
for school status (start-up or conversion).  Thus, the differences in service delivery by
size was related to the fact that start-up schools are in general smaller than conversion
schools.
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schools and choose a mix of service delivery modes more evenly dis-
tributed across possible options.  Conventional public schools serve
the majority of their special needs students in pullout programs.

Although it is often a goal of educators to serve students with special
needs in inclusive environments, it is also recognized that inclusion,
in and of itself, may not create optimal learning conditions.  The goal
is to serve special needs students in the least restrictive environment
that best promotes their learning.  Therefore, it is not possible for us
to determine whether mainstreamed students are better served than
are students who participate in pullout programs or to conclude
from our analyses that conventional public schools or one of the two
forms of charter schools are providing a better education to their
students with special needs.  This might be determined only through
surveys of teachers, surveys of parents, observations of classroom
teaching, or achievement analyses of special education students, all
of which were beyond the scope of this study.

In addition, since charter schools are schools of choice, we do not
know to what extent identification rates as well as service delivery
modes are a function of parental choices.  For example, a parent
might choose to enroll a child in a charter school precisely to remove
the stigma of a special education label that was placed on the child in
another school.  If parents as well as schools felt, for example, that an
IEP could be detrimental to a borderline child’s academic and social
development, then lower identification rates and the mainstreaming
of identified students could go hand in hand in such schools for
purely philosophical reasons.

THE USE OF SPECIAL EDUCATION AIDES

We also compared the percentage of special education aides to total
staff for charter and matched conventional public schools and for the
different subgroups of charter schools.  Both charter and matched
conventional public schools reported that about 10 percent of their
total staff was composed of special education aides.  The percentage
of aides to total staff differed, however, between start-up schools (2
percent) and conversion schools (16 percent), and the difference was
statistically significant.  The percentage had no relation to the en-
rollment size of the school.
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These percentage differences suggest that the mainstreaming of
special education students in start-up schools is most likely not ac-
companied by the presence of special education aides in the class-
room.  Again, it is not possible, given these data, to judge the appro-
priateness of this approach.  On the one hand, the mainstreamed
child who does not have an aide present may avoid the stigma of
being labeled as different and benefit considerably from inclusion.
On the other hand, a child served in this manner may lack the sup-
port that might improve his or her ability to learn.

INCLUSION OF SPECIAL EDUCATION STUDENTS IN
ASSESSMENTS

Our survey also asked principals to report the percentage of special
education students who were included in the statewide STAR as-
sessment.  Evidence that schools may manipulate standardized test
scores in high-stakes testing environments by increasing the identifi-
cation of special needs students who can be excluded from testing
has been found in other states, such as Florida (Figlio and Getzler,
2002).  This phenomenon can occur when schools are allowed to ex-
clude students in disability categories for which a diagnosis is subject
to a fair amount of discretion.

But we found no evidence that schools of different types in our sam-
ple excluded different percentages of their special education stu-
dents.  There was no statistically significant difference in this per-
centage between charter and noncharter schools.  In both types of
schools, approximately 75 to 85 percent of special education stu-
dents were included in the statewide assessment.  Furthermore, the
percentages were not statistically different for different types and
sizes of charter schools.

From a logical standpoint, however, schools with higher identifica-
tion rates than others but similar test inclusion rates for special
needs students can still be suspected of gaming, since their overall
test exclusion rates per 100 students will be higher.  Given that con-
version schools tend to have higher identification rates than other
types of schools, they could perhaps be engaging in this type of gam-
ing.  This phenomenon seems unlikely, however, given that these
schools serve higher percentages of severely disabled students whose
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diagnoses are not likely to be highly discretionary.  Without a further
breakdown of disability types by type of school, it is difficult to find
evidence of strategic identification decisions in the face of high-
stakes testing.

FUNDING AND PROVISION OF SPECIAL EDUCATION
RESOURCES

The funding and provision of special education services are major
issues facing the implementation of charter school policies.  This
section explores the different arrangements that charter schools in
California have developed to fund and provide special education ser-
vices.

According to state law in California, every school must belong to a
SELPA.  SELPAs can consist of individual schools, individual districts,
groups of districts, or even whole counties.5  SELPAs are the entities
in the California education system that receive special education
funding and allocate these resources among their member districts
or schools.

A charter school in California can choose among three options in es-
tablishing a relationship with a SELPA.  They can operate under the
SELPA of their authorizing districts, much like a conventional public
school.  In these cases, the districts generally maintain responsibility
for special education services.  Charter schools can also be created as
independent Local Education Agencies (LEAs), essentially school
districts, and can join SELPAs as separate entities.  For these schools,
the SELPAs, individual districts within them, or the school itself can
provide special education services.  Finally, charter schools can also
be established as LEAs and can create their own SELPAs, thus having
primary responsibility for providing special education services.
Charter schools must select one of these relationships in their char-
ters.

As newly created entities within the education system, charter
schools must establish whether legal liability with respect to special
education falls on the schools or on their chartering authorities.  As

______________ 
5There are currently more than 110 SELPAs in the state.
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mentioned in Chapter Four, memoranda of understanding are usu-
ally established between charter schools and their chartering author-
ities to clarify liability issues.  Chapter Four presented data indicating
that independent charter schools tended more often than dependent
charter schools to bear legal liability for special education claims.  If a
charter school falls under a district’s responsibility for special educa-
tion services, the school is said to be a “legal arm” of the district for
the purposes of special education and is generally considered to be a
dependent charter.  From surveys, chartering authorities responded
that about 89 percent of their approved charter schools were legal
arms of their districts.  This indicates that most charter schools do
not establish themselves as separate LEAs or as individual SELPAs.

The formula for the allocation of special education funds across dis-
tricts and schools can differ from SELPA to SELPA.  Some SELPAs
provide schools with funding based on a flat percentage of ADA.
Others have formulas that are calculated according to the particular
special needs of the student populations being served in their
schools.

In addition to receiving funding from SELPAs, schools may also
contribute other school revenue to covering the cost of providing
special education services.  In our surveys, principals in charter and
matched conventional public schools were asked what percentage of
the cost of educating special education students was covered by the
special education funding that their schools received.  Responses re-
vealed no significant difference between the percentages of special
education costs covered by special education funds for charter and
conventional public schools (about 65 to 75 percent).  No significant
differences arose between start-up and conversion schools or be-
tween small and large charter schools.6  One principal in a case study
school explained that the district received all special education rev-
enues, which covered 69 percent of the funds spent on special edu-
cation at the school and in exchange provided services at the school.
The school provided the balance of the funds.

______________ 
6Multivariate analysis did reveal a very small but positive and significant association
between the percentage of special education costs for which funding was received and
enrollment size after controlling for start-up/conversion status.
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The responsibility for providing special education services can vary
greatly depending on the arrangements between charter schools and
their chartering authorities.  Chartering authorities responded in
surveys that they provide the majority of special education services
in over 70 percent of the charter schools that they authorized.  Char-
tering authorities reported that few charter schools, only about 25,
provide the majority of their own special education services through
school and contracted personnel.  In our case studies, we found that
some schools enjoyed a highly integrated and reciprocal relationship
with the district.  Resource specialists from the district, for example,
rotated through one school.  However, another school—a conversion
school—complained that special education was a true bone of con-
tention with the district.  A number of case study schools contracted
with outside organizations for special education services.

Findings discussed in Chapter Four indicate that chartering authori-
ties differ in their levels of control over special education services in
independent and dependent charter schools.  As Table 4.5 shows, 23
percent of chartering authorities report that they have no control
over special education services in independent charter schools.  All
chartering authorities have at least some control over special educa-
tion services in dependent charter schools.

Given the wide range of liability assignments, service provision ar-
rangements, and funding formulae possible for charter schools in
California, it was not possible for us to link funding configurations to
identification rates or service provision modalities.  To do so would
require a more detailed survey devoted to special education than was
possible in this overall evaluation of charter schools.

Findings from our surveys did suggest, however, that charter schools
were less likely than conventional public schools to participate in the
categorical aid program for special education funding, as discussed
in Chapter Five.  In particular, our data also indicated that fewer
start-up than conversion schools were receiving special education
funding and that start-up schools are less likely to apply for categori-
cal special education funding even when eligible.  In addition, the
high percentage (over 10 percent) of start-up school principals who
did not know whether their schools were eligible for special educa-
tion funding suggests that it is a challenge for these schools to de-
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velop the capacity that districts and SELPAs have to oversee special
education.

This possibility was borne out in our case study interviews, in which
several principals were critical of the lack of information available re-
garding application procedures for categorical aid programs.  These
principals explained that only recently had the state developed a
comprehensive list of all categorical aid programs, and that charter
schools relied primarily on local school districts and county offices of
education in obtaining information about them.  Thus, a more or-
ganized statewide approach to the dissemination of information on
special education funding available to charter schools  might benefit
these schools and the students they serve.

SUMMARY

Our survey data revealed several notable differences between charter
schools and matched conventional public schools and between dif-
ferent types of charter schools in a number of areas related to special
education.  These can be summarized as follows:

• We found that the percentage of students who had Individualized
Education Plans was lower in charter schools than in matched
conventional public schools but that the difference between
them was not statistically significant unless two outlying schools
that focused on special needs students and happened to be
charter schools were excluded.  Thus, this difference in
identification rates was not particularly robust to the inclusion of
outliers.

• We found strong differences in the identification of special needs
students between start-up and conversion schools, with the lat-
ter having far higher percentages.

• A similar pattern emerged for the percentage of students identi-
fied with severe disabilities.  Charter and matched conventional
public schools showed no difference, but within the group of
charter schools, these students were far more concentrated in
conversion than in start-up schools.

• We found strong evidence that charter and matched conven-
tional public schools relied on different service delivery modes
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for special education.  The charter schools mainstreamed far
larger percentages of their special needs students, whereas the
matched conventional public schools served the majority of their
special needs students through pullout programs.

• Differences in service delivery patterns also emerged within the
group of charter schools, with start-up schools mainstreaming
larger percentages of their special needs students and conversion
schools placing larger percentages of their special needs students
in separate classrooms.  We also found that small charter schools
mainstreamed larger percentages of their IEP students than large
charter schools, whereas the larger schools placed higher per-
centages of IEP students in separate classrooms.  The differences
between large and small schools disappeared, however, when
controlling for school status (start-up or conversion), suggesting
that the size effect was merely a result of the fact that conversion
schools tended to be larger than start-up schools.

• Both charter and matched conventional public schools em-
ployed approximately the same ratio of special education aides
to total staff, but start-up schools had a smaller ratio than did
conversion schools.

• Both charter and matched conventional public schools included
roughly the same percentage of IEP students in statewide as-
sessments, and this percentage did not vary by type of charter
school.

• Funding and service provision arrangements for special educa-
tion in charter schools varied widely, and a number of schools
did not take advantage of categorical aid funding streams be-
cause of a lack of information and capacity to study various op-
tions.
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Chapter Nine

CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS
Ron Zimmer and Cassandra Guarino

INTRODUCTION

This study provides the most comprehensive evaluation of California
charter schools to date by examining accessibility, student achieve-
ment, governance, and operation of charter schools.  Below, we pro-
vide a brief summary of the findings from our four research areas.
We also note existing challenges facing charter schools and provide
recommendations.

FINDINGS

Often researchers, educators, and policymakers think of charter
schools as a homogenous group.  In asking questions about them,
they often ask what the charter school effect is.  However, our analy-
sis suggests that it is impossible to define a single charter school ef-
fect.  In fact, one of the most significant conclusions of our analysis is
that there is no single charter school approach and therefore no single
charter school effect.  Charter schools vary across a number of impor-
tant dimensions that can affect the accessibility, student achieve-
ment, operation, and governance of the schools, as our findings be-
low suggest:

STUDENT ACHIEVEMENT

One main objective of the legislation mandating charter schools is to
“improve student learning” (EC 47601).  Although this objective
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seems straightforward, it can have two alternative interpretations:
(1) Charter schools should improve the learning of their pupils over
time and (2) charter schools should outperform conventional public
schools.  If the objective is taken to mean that charter schools should
improve the learning of their pupils over time, then our conclusions
would suggest that most charter schools are meeting this objective,
because both charter and conventional public schools have experi-
enced growth in student performance in recent years.  If the objec-
tive is taken to mean that charter schools must outperform conven-
tional public schools, then the assessment leads to a different and
more complex set of conclusions.  In our study, we evaluated the
performance of charter school students relative to conventional
school students because this was deemed the question of greatest in-
terest to policymakers.  Our results suggest:

• Charter schools generally have comparable or slightly lower test
scores than conventional public schools after adjusting for the
ethnic and demographic characteristics of the students.  How-
ever, these effects vary across the different types of charter schools.
Our evaluation suggests that, controlling for student characteris-
tics, classroom-based conversion schools have comparable scores
in certain subjects or grade levels, in other cases higher scores, and
still in other cases lower scores.  Classroom-based start-up schools
have higher test scores than conventional public schools across
grades and subjects except in elementary math, where the scores
are slightly lower.  Finally, nonclassroom-based conversion and
start-up schools, relative to conventional public schools, have
lower test scores across the board.

Accessibility

Another major legislative objective for charter schools is to “increase
the learning opportunities for all pupils, with special emphasis on
expanded learning experiences for pupils who are identified as aca-
demically low achieving” (EC 47601).  However, the charter law also
requires that charter schools describe in their charters “the means by
which the school will achieve a racial and ethnic balance among its
pupils that is reflective of the general population residing within the
territorial jurisdiction of the school district to which the charter
petition is submitted” (EC 47605.b.5.g).  Adhering to these multiple
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objectives can be a challenge for charter schools.  In a district that
has racial groups that are traditionally high-achieving, how can the
charter school be both reflective of the student population of the
district and target low-achieving students at the same time?  There-
fore, we caution our readers to bear this challenge in mind when ex-
amining the results of our accessibility analysis.

• Access:  According to surveyed principals, access is generally
similar across charter and conventional public schools.  The
charter school admissions process differs little from admissions
processes in matched conventional public schools.  Charter
schools are more likely than matched conventional public
schools to interview applicants, but most charter schools say
they use the interview for diagnostic purposes rather than to de-
termine eligibility for admission.  Also according to the surveys,
charter schools are more likely to focus their services on specific
student populations.

• Racial representativeness:  Relative to conventional public
schools and controlling for the heterogeneity within school dis-
tricts, charter school students are more likely to be black and less
likely to be Hispanic or Asian, but no more or less likely to be
white.  However, the racial mix of students varies by charter
school type, and start-up school students are much more likely
than conventional public school students to be white and much
less likely to be Hispanic or Asian whereas conversion school
students are much more likely to be black and less likely to be
Asian.

• Racial integration:  In assessing the integration of students
within charter and conventional public schools, for blacks, con-
ventional public schools are somewhat more likely than charter
schools to deviate from the district.  For whites and Hispanics,
conventional public schools are slightly less likely to deviate and
for Asians, they are very slightly more likely to deviate.  However,
the difference between groups tends to be small.

Authorization, Governance, and Oversight

Essential elements of the charter school movement are the charter-
ing process, governance, and oversight.  The success of a charter
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school could very well depend on the support and flexibility the
charter schools gain from their chartering authority.  In our analysis,
we examined these features.

• Authorization:  The vast majority of charter schools are autho-
rized by public school districts rather than counties or the state,
and very few districts authorize more than one charter.  Formal
denials of charter petitions are rare.

• Governance:  As the law intends, charter schools have greater
control over decisionmaking than do regular public schools.
Among charter schools, dependent charter schools are governed
much more like conventional public schools than are indepen-
dent charter schools.

• Oversight:  An objective of EC 47601 is to hold charter schools
“accountable for meeting measurable pupil outcomes, and pro-
vide the schools with a method to change from rule-based to
performance-based accountability systems.”  We found that in
general, chartering authorities require a low percentage of char-
ter schools to provide accountability information such as student
grades, promotion rates, and dropout rates.  A higher percentage
of chartering authorities require these items along with other
information from dependent charter schools than from inde-
pendent or undefined charter schools.  Chartering authorities
also revoke the charters of, or close, only a handful of schools.

Operation

An essential component of the charter school movement is to un-
derstand how charter schools are operating.  In our analysis, we ex-
amined a number of operational dimensions of charter schools.  In
some cases, the results of our analysis have implications for charter
schools’ ability to be innovative as EC 47601 mandates.

• Curriculum:  Charter schools report offering more instruction in
noncore subjects such as fine arts and foreign languages than do
matched conventional public schools, particularly in 4th grade.
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• Professional development:  Charter school principals report
higher rates of teacher participation in informal professional de-
velopment, such as mentoring and shadowing programs, than do
matched conventional public school principals.

• Parent involvement:  Charter schools differed from matched con-
ventional public schools in the percentages offering some types
of parent involvement activities, and charter schools reported
higher rates of parent participation in those activities that were
offered.

• Testing:  Charter schools report less influence of STAR on in-
structional planning and practice than do matched conventional
public schools but do not differ in reported involvement in test-
preparation activities.

• Administrative and instructional staffing:  Teachers in charter
schools have less experience and are less likely to be credentialed
than teachers in conventional public schools.

• Special education:  We were unable to find definitive evidence
that the proportion of special education students differed be-
tween charter and matched conventional public schools.  Special
education students made up a smaller proportion of students in
start-up schools than in conversion schools, however.  We also
found that start-up schools were much more likely to main-
stream their special education students—i.e., serve them in the
general education classroom—than either conversion schools or
matched conventional public schools.  Matched conventional
public schools were more likely than charter schools to rely on
pullout programs to serve their special needs students.

• Finances:  Our analysis provides evidence that charter schools,
particularly start-up schools, receive fewer public resources per
student than do matched conventional public schools.  This is
due, in part, to charter schools having significantly lower
participation in categorical aid programs outside the charter
school categorical block grant than matched conventional public
schools.  In addition, our analysis suggests that charter schools
face higher facilities and special education costs than do
matched conventional public schools.
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CHALLENGES

Before recommendations can be made, it is important to understand
the challenges facing charter schools.  Throughout these chapters,
we have described an array of these challenges.  Here, we highlight
the most pressing issues.

• Facilities:  At the time of our study, charter schools were facing
facility problems ranging from identifying and securing sites to
funding.  However, these issues may be addressed with new rules
and regulations recently enacted by legislation.

• Start-up costs:  In our case studies, charter schools often men-
tioned the difficulty of securing funds to launch the school, hire
staff, and outfit the school with the furnishings and curriculum
materials needed to prepare for the initial enrollment of what is
often an uncertain number of pupils.

• Categorical Aid:  Charter schools do not participate in categorical
aid programs outside the block grant at the same rate as con-
ventional public schools, which means less public funding for
these schools.  Additionally, these funding differences may in-
crease in the future as the trend moves toward removing pro-
grams from the categorical aid block grant.  In addition to
administrative requirements, part of the reason charter schools
do not participate in these categorical aid programs is that they
are sometimes inconsistent with the educational philosophy of
the schools.  The tension between innovative research programs
and funding can be strong in charter schools.

• Regulation:  Charter schools express concerns about maintaining
the autonomy and flexibility that are at the heart of the charter
school concept.  And yet there is a legitimate concern that some
charter schools may not provide adequate education or may in-
appropriately use funds.  These concerns have led to recent
changes in auditing, monitoring, reporting, and other require-
ments.  A critical issue is how to balance the need to hold charter
schools accountable while allowing them to maintain their au-
tonomy and not overburden them with substantial reporting re-
quirements. There is also the issue of changes, such as the 1998
changes regarding teacher credentials, that actually curb free-
doms originally granted to charter schools.
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• Racial representation:  The state mandates that charter schools
be representative of their jurisdiction.  This requirement is nearly
impossible to meet for those charter schools found in large and
diverse school districts.  It is difficult for charter schools, which
largely draw upon students from within their neighborhood, to
attract students from other neighborhoods in proportion to the
diversity of the district.

• Special needs students:  The fact that start-up schools identify
lower proportions of special needs students than do conversion
or conventional public schools may stem in part from the desires
of parents or school personnel to shield students from being la-
beled, and it may stem in part from funding constraints.  The fact
that start-up schools also mainstream a higher proportion of
their special needs students than do conversion or conventional
public schools may stem in part from a philosophy of inclusion
and, again, in part from funding constraints.  Start-up schools
may have difficulty finding the resources to serve special needs
students.

• Student achievement:  A primary goal for policymakers is to find
ways to improve the performance of nonclassroom-based char-
ter schools so they at least score on par with conventional public
schools.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Drawing on our findings, we provide policy recommendations be-
low.

1. The legislative intent should be clearly and concisely outlined
within the Educational Code to minimize misinterpretations of
goals and conflicting objectives.  Currently, many of the objectives
are vague or create conflicts among the objectives, offering a great
deal of interpretive latitude.  Defining the objectives more explic-
itly would give chartering authorities and charter schools a greater
understanding of their goals, enabling them to better develop ac-
countability systems that are aligned with the intent of the law.

2. The state should develop a statewide student-level data system
that can track the performance of individual students.  Such a
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system would allow the performance of schools to be more pre-
cisely evaluated.

3. The state should require that fiscal information from charter
schools be collected and monitored by chartering authorities to
enhance fiscal oversight.  However, this needs to be done in a way
that does not generate a substantial amount of additional paper-
work and expense for charter schools.

4. The information collected from recommendations (2) and (3),
along with information collected through other possible mecha-
nisms, should be used by chartering authorities to identify poor
performing charter schools for targeted interventions and support
or possible closings.

5. Part of the reason charter schools may not have the same financial
resources as conventional public schools is that they do not fully
participate in categorical aid programs.  According to our survey,
some of these schools are “eligible but not applying”; others
“don’t know whether they are eligible or not.”  Eligible schools
that do not apply for categorical aid funds may choose not to do
so because of certain requirements that accompany the programs,
including requirements that conflict with the schools’ educational
philosophy.  Schools that do not know whether they are eligible
obviously lack the knowledge necessary to make an informed de-
cision.  To provide the best opportunity for the long-term success
of charter schools, the state should find mechanisms for providing
them with equivalent funding.  This may mean putting more
funds into block grants as opposed to individual categorical aid
programs, providing training and more accessible information to
charter school principals so that they know which programs they
are eligible for, and possibly providing alternative avenues by
which charter schools can join together or with school districts to
apply for and maintain individual programs.

6. Given the differences in special education identification rates and
service delivery modes between start-up schools and conversion
or conventional public schools, it is important that chartering
authorities ensure that special education is adequately funded in
these schools and that up-to-date resources are available to them.

7. In light of our findings on student achievement, additional re-
search on nonclassroom-based charter schools is needed, includ-
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ing more information regarding the composition of students, the
nature of instruction, and the use of resources in these schools.  In
addition, it is important to collect information regarding the na-
ture of oversight of these schools and to evaluate the effectiveness
and implications of the funding cuts to nonclassroom-based
schools required by recent legislation (SB 740).  At the behest of
the LAO, we will extend this current analysis by examining these
issues and will provide our results in a forthcoming report.
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Appendix A

RESEARCH METHODS

DATA SOURCES

Data for answering each of the research questions came from a vari-
ety of sources, as shown in Table A.1.  In the table, we highlight the
role each of the data sources had in the analysis.

These data are derived from both secondary and primary data
sources.  The secondary data include school-level, student-level, and
teacher-level data provided by the California Department of Educa-
tion and individual school districts.  The primary data include sur-
veys of charter schools, conventional public schools, and chartering
authorities as well as case studies.  The secondary data sources use
common CDS (county-district-school) identification codes so that
the data can be linked over time.  The primary survey data also are
linked to the secondary data files through these same CDS codes.
The following section describes each of these data sources.

Secondary Data

Comprehensive Basic Education Data System:  CBEDS contains in-
formation that CDE collects each October from school districts,
schools, and certified staff on three data collection forms:  the
County and District Information Form (CDIF), the School Informa-
tion Form (SIF), and the PAIF, respectively.  The CBEDS data include
staffing information (i.e., certification, full-time-equivalent, salary
ranges, and teacher time allocation), school free and reduced-
price lunch program participation, racial and ethnic breakdowns,
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language proficiency status, and other student characteristics.  Our
analysis includes the CBEDS data for the 1992–93 school year to the
2001–02 school year.

Professional Assignment Information Form: PAIF data are collected
annually from nearly all teachers in California, starting with the
1992–93 school year.  These data contain  information on the qualifi-
cations, demographics, and teaching assignments for most teachers
in California’s public and charter schools and enable us to compare
charter schools with conventional public schools and with other
charter schools.

J-200:  Each year, the CDE collects detailed revenue and expenditure
data for each school district and county office of education in the
state across a number of categories as defined by the state.  School
districts record this information on J-200 forms.  J-200 data provide a
good base for determining the type and size of revenues school dis-
tricts receive as well as how school districts spend their money.  Ex-
penditures, for example, are broken into about 100 “objects of ex-
penditures” such as teachers’ salaries, textbooks, utilities, and
housekeeping services.  These data are easily accessible for each
school district in California across several years through the CDE
website.1

Academic Performance Index:  As part of the PSAA, the API has been
established to measure the academic performance and growth of
schools.  Each school receives an API score based on a numeric index
(ranging from 200 to 1,000) that records a school’s performance on
standardized tests across subjects.2  The API dataset includes the

______________ 
1Ideally, we would like to have this level of detailed revenue and expenditure data for
both conventional public schools and charter schools to be able to make comparisons
across their finances.  Such school-level data do not exist, in part, because much of the
revenues and expenditures for conventional public schools are handled at the district
level.  To supplement the data that currently exist, we included questions on revenues
and expenditures in our charter school survey that follow some of the breakdowns in
the J-200 data.  We will present this summary data for charter schools.  In addition, we
will present similar summary data from the J-200 data for school districts in California.
Given the limitations of comparing district- and school-level data, we will merely pre-
sent summary J-200 data to give a broader picture of school finance in California and
to place the charter school data in some general context.
2For more information on the API, see http://www.cde.ca.gov/psaa/api/fallapi/
apiinfo.pdf.
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state rank of the schools, growth targets, number of students tested
in aggregate and by racial/ethnic group, and student demographic
characteristics.  The API data are available for the school years 1999–
00 through 2001–02.

Statewide Student-Level Data:  CDE provided data on all California
students (without a student identifier to link students over time) for
the school years 1997–98 through 2001–02.  These data include
reading and math test scores as well as the demographic characteris-
tics of each student.  Although the data do not provide the ability to
look at individual gains, they do allow an examination of gains of co-
horts over time while precisely controlling for the characteristics of
individual students.

District Student-Level Data:  Because the state database does not
allow us to link the performance of individual students over time or
track the students as they move from school to school, including stu-
dents moving to (from) charter schools from (to) conventional public
schools, we contacted 10 major districts with a large share of charter
students to gain longitudinally linked student-level data and received
districtwide data from six of these districts (Chula Vista Elementary,
Fresno Unified, Los Angeles Unified, Napa Valley Unified, San Diego
City Unified, and West Covina Unified).  These data also include
reading and math test scores as well as demographic characteristics
of each student and allow an examination of the gains of individual
students in both charter and conventional public schools.

Primary Data

Primary data consist of three separate RAND surveys administered to
all California charter schools, a matched sample of conventional
public schools, and all California chartering authorities, and of case
studies of a subset of charter schools and their chartering authorities.
The charter school survey also included a one-page supplemental set
of fiscal questions that could be sent back separately.  These surveys
were conducted during the spring of the 2001–02 school year.

Surveys:  Separate school survey instruments were used to collect
data from charter and conventional public school principals or direc-
tors.  As much as possible, we tried to use consistent items across the
surveys to allow for comparisons among these schools.  However, in
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limited cases we developed unique survey items to address research
questions specific to each type of school.  In addition to the two
school surveys, a chartering authority survey instrument was devel-
oped to collect data from administrators of local school districts,
county schools districts, and the state chartering authority.  To de-
velop each of these surveys, we used the following process:

• Using the Request for Proposal (RFP) laid out by the Legislative
Analyst’s Office, we listed the research questions that needed to
be addressed by the surveys.

• With these research questions, we examined previous research
surveys and identified survey items that could be used for cur-
rent analysis.  In many cases, we amended the items to address
our own specific needs.

• Because of the uniqueness of the current analysis, many of the
RFP questions could not be addressed through the use of previ-
ous survey items.  Therefore, we went through the process of de-
veloping unique survey items to address these research ques-
tions.

• Once complete drafts of the surveys were developed, we piloted
each of the respective surveys with charter principals, conven-
tional public school principals, and superintendents.  Each par-
ticipant provided comments, which were incorporated into a
second complete draft of the surveys.

• The LAO and an advisory panel then reviewed the second draft of
the survey.  Their comments were incorporated into final ver-
sions of the surveys.

• RAND’s Survey Research Group conducted final formatting and
editing of each survey.

• We fielded the completed principal survey instruments in April
of 2002 and the chartering authority survey in June of that year.
For all surveys, follow-up started two weeks after the initial
mailing.  Follow-up ended in June 2002 for the principal survey
and in September 2002 for the chartering authority survey.  The
survey datasets were finalized October 1, 2002.
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Population Surveyed:  We used the following extensive search pro-
cedure to identify the universe of charter schools.  We began with a
list created from merging the California charter school office publicly
available data with the charter schools listed in the 2000–01 CBEDS
data.  Charter schools were eligible for a survey if they opened before
September 15, 2001, and had a status of “operating” as of February
2002.3 In total, 357 schools met these requirements.  We then con-
tacted the individual schools and their respective chartering autho-
rizers to verify the data in our initial list.  We made changes in our
database to reflect updated information we received during these in-
terviews, including adding any schools that were not in our original
list.  Twenty schools were added to our sample this way, and 25 were
eliminated.  Of the 25 schools that were dropped, nine had never ex-
isted, five were not charter schools (three were no longer charter
schools and two were not “public charters”), two others were ineli-
gible for our sample because they had not opened, and nine had ei-
ther closed or had had their charter revoked.  Thus, the final sample
included 352 charter schools.

For the conventional public school surveys, we used a sample of
schools selected from the 2000–01 CBEDS file.  Choosing a sample of
conventional public schools for comparison is complicated by the
fact that charter schools serve a much different group of students
than a typical conventional public school (Gill et al., 2001).  Given
this, we might expect that differences in governance, financing,
staffing, etc., between charter schools and the overall population of
conventional public schools result from differences in the students
served rather than or in addition to differences related to school type.
To avoid confounding differences associated with school type with
differences related to students served, we used a sampling strategy
that created a matched comparison group of public schools that op-
erate with similar students.

Matched Sample:  To create a data file of matched schools we
matched charter and noncharter schools by an estimated propensity
score (Rosenbaum and Rubin, 1983).  The propensity score is the
probability that a school with a given set of characteristics is a char-

______________ 
3 We were told at the time that this represented the most up-to-date list of charter
schools, though it was known by personnel at CDE to be incorrect and incomplete be-
cause charter schools open and close frequently.
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ter school as opposed to a conventional public school.  This single
value can then be used to match charter schools to noncharter
schools by finding those that have similar propensity scores. As part
of the matching process, we allowed a conventional public school to
be matched to multiple charter schools because of budget and time
constraints.  Beyond computational convenience, the propensity
score also has the desirable property, that the characteristics used to
fit the propensity are balanced between charter schools and their
matched noncharter schools.4

To carry out the propensity match, we used a four-step procedure:

1. We stratified charter schools into eight categories used by CDE to
designated school types for all public schools.  These eight cate-
gories are elementary schools, middle schools, high schools,
county schools, continuation schools, juvenile hall schools, spe-
cial education schools, and alternative education schools.  Some
charter schools had grade ranges that intersected multiple strata
(e.g., kindergarten through grade 12 school intersects the elemen-
tary, middle, and high school strata).  In these cases, the charter
schools were included in each category and matched to a conven-
tional public school for each category.  Because of the small sam-
ple of county, continuation, juvenile hall, special education, and
alternative education schools, a propensity match was not used in
these cases.5  Instead, if demographic data were available for
these schools, the schools were matched based on the criteria of
getting schools within 10 percent of racial characteristics of the
charter schools.  In many cases, demographic characteristics were
not available for these schools and schools were matched to a
conventional public school of the same school type within the
district or the closest district.  Roughly 60 charter schools were
new in the 2001–02 school year and not included in the 2000–01
CBEDS.  These schools could not be matched to conventional
public schools.  However, the unmatched charter schools were

______________ 
4For examples of the use of propensity matches, see Fiebach et al. (1990), Connors et
al. (1996), Stone et al. (1995), Lieberman et al. (1996), and Dehejia and Wahba (1999).
5The propensity match methodology can create good matches only with sufficient
sample sizes.
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included in the weighting procedures described below using de-
mographic data from the 2001–02 school year.

2. Within grade range strata, we fit a logistic regression model to
predict designation (1 = charter; 0 = conventional public) as a
function of aggregate school characteristics.  To guide the deci-
sion of which variables to use to do the match, we first examined
the strategy used by the CDE to match schools for the API and
used this as a guideline in the match.  The API uses percentage
mobility, percentage ethnicity, pupil socioeconomic status, per-
centage of teachers who are fully credentialed, percentage of
teachers who are emergency credentialed, percentage of students
who are English Learners, average class size per grade, and
whether the school operates multitrack year-round educational
programs.  However, some of the variables used in the API match
could be an essential part of the charter school philosophy, such
as class size or year-round schools, and would reduce the opera-
tional differences observed through our surveys.  Therefore, policy
variables were not used in our match (e.g., average class size per
grade, percentage of teachers who are fully or emergency creden-
tialed, or whether the school operates multitrack year-round edu-
cational programs).  Also, many charter schools are start-up
schools with much higher mobility rates (in a case of a new
school, 100 percent) and, thus, we did not include the mobility
variable.  In the end, we matched the charter schools using eth-
nicity (percentage white, black, Asian, and Hispanic), student so-
cioeconomic status (percentage eligible for free or reduced-price
lunch),6 and percentage English Learners.  Using these character-
istics, predicted values for each school are created and serve as
the schools’ propensity scores.

3. The propensity scores for charter school i and conventional public
school j are pi and pj.  Then, the distance between these schools
(dij) is estimated as the absolute value of the difference between
their propensity scores, dij = | pi – pj|.  We calculated the distance
between each charter school and every conventional public
school.

______________ 
6It was later discovered that many charter schools do not participate in free or re-
duced-price lunch programs.  Since the original propensity match included this item,
the final sample had to be weighted to account for this bias.
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4. We matched to each charter school the conventional public
school minimum distance to it.  That is, the matched conven-
tional public school is the school that minimizes dij over all con-
ventional public schools j.

Although the match between the two groups of schools is not perfect,
it created a sample of conventional public schools with charac-
teristics that closely match those of the charter schools.  Table A.2
displays the characteristics of the matched elementary, middle, and
high schools for charter schools and conventional public schools.

To create the sample of chartering authorities, we used a similar ap-
proach to the one we used to identify our sample of charter schools—
we used the California charter school office list.  In total, 190 possible
chartering authorities were identified and contacted.  Of these, 16
were not qualified to participate because they either did not actually
have charter schools or their schools had closed.  In addition, we
were not able to identify counties or districts that were once charter-
ing authorities but are no longer because the charter school either
switched to a different chartering authorizer or closed.

Table A.2

Matched School Racial Breakdown

School Type Schools
%

White
%

Black
%

Hispanic
%

Asian
%

Other

%
English
Learner

Elementary Charter 48.5 14.9 27.8 2.7 6.1 15.6
Matched

public 51.5 13.3 27.7 2.9 4.6 17.1

Middle Charter 51.8 11.7 23.8 2.3 10.4 9.4
Matched

public 54.3 13.8 22.5 4.0 5.4 10.6

High Charter 52.9 9.6 26.4 4.0 7.1 10.0
Matched

public 53.2 5.3 28.8 6.8 5.9 10.2

SOURCE:  2001–02 CBEDS data.
NOTE:  We matched conventional public schools only to charter schools for which we
had demographic information.
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RESPONSE RATE

Table A.3 highlights the number surveyed for each sample, the po-
tential respondents dropped from the sample, the number of re-
spondents, and the percentage response rate for each sample.  To
improve our response rate, we provided a payment of $50 for the re-
spondents of charter and conventional public school surveys and a
$15 Barnes and Noble gift card to respondents of the chartering au-
thority survey.  We also identified nonrespondents and had extensive
follow-up with these schools and chartering authorities through
letters and phone calls.  As highlighted in the table, our response
rates were nearly 75 percent for both charter and conventional
public schools, 66 percent for chartering authorities, and 56 percent
for the charter supplemental survey.

Table A.3

Response Rate

Survey
Sample

Size
No. of

Respondents
Response
Rate (%)

Charter school survey 352 257 73
Charter school supplemental survey 352 200 56
Conventional public school survey 245 184 75
Chartering authority survey 174 115 66

REWEIGHTED SAMPLE

For the analysis, the school surveys are weighted to adjust for differ-
ential response rates among and across charter and conventional
public schools (Little and Rubin, 1987).  The marginal distributions of
demographics and school type (elementary, middle, etc.) were simi-
lar for responding and nonresponding charter schools.  Elementary
schools with a small percentage of black students were less likely to
respond as were moderate sized schools and conversion schools.
Using these characteristics we developed a logistic regression model
to predict responses for each charter school.  The nonresponse
weight equals the inverse of the predicted probability of response
from this model.  The sample included only two schools with very
large proportions of Asian students and both responded.  Therefore,
we assigned these schools nonresponse weights of 1.0.
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We also weighted the responding public school sample to account
for disparities between the responding public schools and the popu-
lation of charter schools.  We combined a subsample of charter
schools with public schools into a single dataset and created an indi-
cator variable for charter school designation.  Using school charac-
teristics, demographics, language status, and lunch status data, we fit
a logistic regression model to predict charter school designation for
all schools in this sample.  When fitting the model, charter schools
were weighted to represent the entire eligible universe.  For each
public school, we estimate the conditional probability that a school
with its characteristics and student population is a charter school.
We call this estimate p. The analysis weight for the school equals the
odds of being a charter school, p/(1 – p).  This weight is a propensity
score weight as described in Hirano et al. (2000).

For estimating the propensity score weights for responding public
schools, the analysis included only charter schools with data on stu-
dent eligibility for the subsidized lunches.  Many charter schools do
not provide lunches for students and thus information on eligibility
for free or reduced-price lunches is unavailable for their students.
However, we want the weighted charter school and public school
samples to be similar in terms of the proportions of these students
served by the schools.  Therefore we selected the subset of charter
schools where the proportion of such students was not missing and
was greater than zero.

When estimating propensity scores, we weighted this subsample of
charter schools.  Using school characteristics (grade range and con-
version status) and student ethnicity data (aggregated at the school
level), we developed weights to make this subset of charter schools
representative of the entire sample of charter schools by modeling
the probability that a charter school had data on students eligible for
subsidized lunches.  The weight is the inverse of this estimated prob-
ability.

The final analysis samples were all responding charter schools
weighted by their nonresponse weights and all responding public
schools weighted by their analysis (propensity score) weights.  Table
A.4 displays the characteristics of the sample after weighting.
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Table A.4

Student Characteristics in the Weighted Sample

School Type
%

White
%

Black
%

Hispanic
%

Asian
%

Other

%
English
Learner

Charter 50.1 13.5 26.8 2.8 6.8 14.8
Conventional public 47.4 11.6 30.7 3.9 6.4 17.7

SOURCE:  2001–02 CBEDS data.

CASE STUDIES

To gain insights and to enrich the description of our results, we vis-
ited a variety of charter schools and their chartering authorities in
October and November 2002.  Below, we describe our process of se-
lecting the schools and the response rates.

Description of Selection Process

California charter schools are each unique in their educational
philosophies and organizational structure, which makes it nearly
impossible to develop a representative sample of all charter schools.
Therefore, we systematically looked through extant data sources and
the charter survey responses to identify major charter school cate-
gories.  Then we worked with the LAO and the advisory panel to nar-
row the list of dimensions to three:  conversion versus start-up
schools, high-minority versus low-minority schools, and high-
achieving versus low-achieving schools.7  We also decided to focus
only on schools that have elementary grades so that we could have
systematic protocols across the schools.8  We also included only

______________ 
7High-minority schools are defined as having at least 50 percent black and Hispanic
students and low-minority schools are defined as having less than 50 percent black
and Hispanic students.  High-achieving schools are defined as being in the highest
50th percentile of API scores and low-achieving schools are defined as being in the
lowest 50th percentile of API scores.  Establishing the definitions at the 50th percentile
allows for binary classification of schools.
8Otherwise, separate protocols would have to be developed for high, middle, and ele-
mentary schools.  Also, having a consistent protocol allows comparison across
schools.
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schools that responded to our survey.  Using these criteria, Table A.5
illustrates the number of schools that fit into these dimensions.9

In selecting from schools within each of these categories, we also
considered secondary factors such as geographical diversity and en-
rollment.  Table A.6 displays the school selected for each dimension.
If a school initially rejected our request to participate in the case
studies, we made every attempt to replace the school with a substi-
tute having the same dimension.  However, for some dimensions we
were not able to find a replacement school.  Table A.6 shows three
dimensions—the columns are marked with “NA”—for which the ini-
tially selected school rejected our request to participate and we could
not find a substitute school.10  In addition to these eight dimensions,
we also selected four wild card schools.11  These schools represent
unique features of charter schools including state or county charter-
ing authority, Education Management Organization status, and in-
structional type.  These schools are listed in Table A.7.  Of the four
selected wild card schools, all four participated in our study.  In total,
we had nine schools participate in our case studies.  All of the

Table A.5

Sample of Schools

High Minority Low Minority
Conversion Schools

High-achieving 6 21
Low-achieving 27 1

Start-Up Schools
High-achieving 17 16
Low-achieving 27 5

______________ 
9We included only schools for which we had both data on racial breakdowns and API
scores and responses to our survey.  Because a school must be part of the state testing
for two years to have an API score and because many charter schools are not part of
the API reporting, the sample of schools was drastically reduced.
10One selected school was interested in participating but the principal was on emer-
gency leave and would not return in our time frame for case study completion.  In ad-
dition, only one school fit into the converted low-minority, low-achieving category
and so no replacement was possible.
11We did not require that schools have racial breakdowns or API scores to be part of
the sample, since these variables were not part of the wild card criteria.
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chartering authorities associated with the case study charter schools
except one participated in our case studies.

Table A.6

Core Case Study Schools

Category
School

Type
%

Black
% His-

panic
2001
API

Enroll-
ment

Implemen-
tation Date

High minority/
high-achieving

Start-up 40–50 50–60 700–725 200–300 Before 1997

High minority/
high-achieving

Conversion NA NA NA NA NA

High minority/
low-achieving

Start-up 0–10 80–90 525–550 500–600 After 1997

High minority/
low-achieving

Conversion 10–20 80–90 550–575 1,200–
1,300

Before  1997

Low minority/
low-achieving

Start-up 0–10 0–10 625–650 0–100 After 1997

Low minority/
low-achieving

Conversion NA NA NA NA NA

Low minority/
high-achieving

Start-up NA NA NA NA NA

Low minority/
high-achieving

Conversion 0–10 20–30 825–850 700–800 Before  1997

NOTE:  Values are presented as ranges to protect school identity.

Table A.7

Wild Card Case Study Schools

Category
School
Type

%
Black

% His-
panic

2001
API Enrollment

Implemen-
tation Date

Wild card Start-up 0–10 90–100 450–475 300–400 After 1997
Wild card Start-up 40–50 10–20 NA 200–300 After 1997
Wild card Start-up 0–10 10–20 NA 400–500 After 1997
Wild card Start-up 0–10 0–10 NA 100–200 After 1997

NOTE:  Values are presented as ranges to protect school identity.
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Appendix B

CHARTER AND CONVENTIONAL PUBLIC SCHOOL
COMPARISON METHODS

In Chapters Two, Four, Five, Six, Seven, and Eight, the primary aim is
to analyze differences between charter schools and conventional
public schools.  In many cases, we also analyze the differences
among different charter school types.  To do these evaluations, we
rely on both secondary and primary data including CBEDS, J-200,
PAIF, case studies of nine charter schools and their respective char-
tering authorities, and survey data of charter and conventional pub-
lic schools and chartering authorities.  These data sources are de-
scribed in more detail in Appendix A.   As discussed in that appendix,
charter school survey results were weighted so that the sample of
charter schools reflected the population of charter schools in the
state, and conventional public school results were weighted to en-
sure comparability with the charter school sample.

For the actual analysis, t-tests were used to assess the statistical sig-
nificance of differences between group means.  The t-test used lin-
earization standard errors (Skinner, 1989) for group means as im-
plemented in SAS Proc SURVEYREG.  Linearization standard errors
account for the contribution of nonconstant weights to the variabil-
ity of estimates of group means.

Most of the analyses compare charter schools with conventional
public schools, but in some cases we present descriptive information
separately for conversion and start-up schools.  We supplement the
survey results with selected findings from the case studies.  The case
study sample is not sufficiently large or representative to permit gen-
eralization of these findings to the larger population of charter
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schools, but the case studies are useful for providing illustrative ex-
amples and for identifying some of the challenges faced by charter
schools.
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Appendix C

ACADEMIC OUTCOMES

SCHOOL-LEVEL PERFORMANCE

The statistical analysis of API scores adjusts for changes in the stu-
dent composition of each school.  Minority and low-SES students are
known to perform poorly on academic achievement tests.  Therefore,
a large influx or exodus of low-achieving students would alter a
school’s API.  The CDE excludes from the calculation of API the test
score results of students in their first year at a school.  CDE policy
limits the potential for these first-year students to distort a school’s
API, but changing student composition may be an important factor
for API growth if the changes continue in subsequent years.

The basic model is given by Equation (C.1):

API Cjt t j t jt jt= + + + +θ α γ β υx (C.1)

where j denotes a school, t denotes a year, API is the school’s index
score in a given year, θ reflects an overall trend in API (not related to
the individual school), α represents school-specific factors that do
not change over time, γ represents possible differences in the trend
in API for charter schools, C is an indicator variable that equals one if
the school is a charter and zero otherwise, x is a 1 × K vector of K ob-
servable factors affecting API, β  is a K × 1 vector of unobserved pa-
rameters, and υ  is a random error term.  Estimation of Equation
(C.1) is difficult because the school-specific error term, α, is likely to
be correlated with the observed school characteristics.  For example,
a school may have strong links to the neighborhood and greater in-
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volvement.  These factors may mean that the API score is persistently
higher for the school than would be expected from the observed
characteristics of students attending the school.  These estimation
problems are eased by fixed-effects estimation or first-differencing of
Equation (C.1).  Lagging the model one period and subtracting gives

  
∆ ∆ ∆ ∆ ∆API Cjt t t jt jt= + + +θ γ β υx (C.2)

The key feature of this lagging procedure is that it eliminates the
school-specific error term, α.

The changing student composition of schools may be important for
our analysis if charter schools are changing in different ways from
conventional public schools.  For example, if charters are attracting
students with higher achievement potential over time (fewer minor-
ity and low-SES students), then the achievement scores of charters
might outpace those of conventional public schools, because of the
composition shift and not because of the performance of the charters
themselves.

The API results in Tables C.1 through C.4 compare the growth in API
scores for charter and conventional public schools for 1999–00, 2000–
01, and 2001–02.  The model adjusts API growth for changes in the
background of students attending each school in each year.  The sta-
tistical model estimates the change in API scores for each pair of
years as a function of the change in the background characteristics of
students attending the school and the charter status of the school.

In each specification, the intercept coefficient represents the average
growth of a conventional public school.  In each year-to-year com-
parison, API grows significantly for conventional public elementary
and secondary schools in the state.  The coefficient on charter status
in Tables C.1 and C.3 shows whether the API growth for charters dif-
fered from that for conventional public schools after adjusting for the
year-to-year changes in the composition of both types of schools.
The charter coefficient is sometimes positive and sometimes nega-
tive, but the charter school effect is consistently insignificant across
years in both elementary and secondary schools.  The API evidence
shows that the growth in school test scores does not differ in a statis-
tically significant way by the charter status of a school.
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Table C.1

API Annual Growth Regressions for Elementary Conventional Public
Schools and Charter Schools

1999–00 2000–01 2001–02
Charter 2.7649 –5.8517 –2.8147

(3.7376) (3.6977) (2.9975)
% of students tested –0.6883* –0.2848 –0.1636

(0.0876) (0.2121) (0.1451)
% black –1.4252* –0.7879* –0.9486*

(0.2379) (0.2539) (0.2409)
% American Indian –0.4833 –0.4984 –0.4091

(0.4704) (0.4381) (0.4970)
% Asian 0.1231 0.0611 –0.0529

(0.2646) (0.2127) (0.2039)
% Filipino 0.8152 0.8608 0.3981

(0.4457) (0.4471) (0.4198)
% Hispanic or Latino –0.7194* –0.4828* –0.8095*

(0.1770) (0.1433) (0.1666)
% Pacific Islander 0.2496 0.1535 –0.9798

(0.5370) (0.5855) (0.5804)
% English Learner –0.3045* –0.4294* –0.5591*

(0.0978) (0.0935) (0.0939)
% in school lunch program –0.2494* –0.0403 –0.2181*

(0.0749) (0.0717) (0.0738)
% first year at school –0.1336* –0.0727 –0.2166*

(0.0371) (0.0520) (0.0523)
No lunch program at school –4.9079 –1.2106 –6.8193

(6.6482) (5.3806) (4.9859)
Constant 39.0685* 23.1350* 18.3865*

(0.4682) (0.4220) (0.4048)
No. of observations 4,685 4,621 4,128
R-squared 0.34 0.32 0.38

NOTES:  The results are based on CDE’s API database.  Standard errors are in
parentheses.  The regression variable for each background characteristic is the
difference between the values for the current school year and the previous
school year.
*Indicates coefficients that are significantly different from zero at the α = 0.05
confidence level.

Tables C.2 and C.4 show the results for different types of charters.
Start-up, conversion, and conventional public schools have very
similar API growth.  Similarly, charters with some nonclassroom-
based instruction do no better or worse in API growth than charter
schools with classroom-based instruction or conventional public
schools.
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Table C.2

API Annual Growth Regressions for Elementary Conventional Public
Schools, Conversion Schools, and Start-Up Schools, and  Whether

the Charter School Offers Nonclassroom-Based Instruction

1999–00 2000–01 2001–02
Conversion 2.2210 –4.8970 –2.2181

(3.9986) (3.9293) (3.4400)
Start–up 6.1784 –13.8835 –9.3542

(14.6342) (14.6320) (7.1882)
Some nonclassroom–based instruc-

tion –10.0822 54.9830 15.3107
(32.0215) (33.3138) (12.5157)

% of students tested –0.6942* –0.3111 –0.1453
(0.0876) (0.2123) (0.1459)

% Black –1.4257* –0.7952* –0.9365*
(0.2379) (0.2542) (0.2413)

% American Indian –0.4915 –0.4900 –0.4311
(0.4705) (0.4379) (0.4974)

% Asian 0.1105 0.0534 –0.0425
(0.2648) (0.2126) (0.2043)

% Filipino 0.8333 0.8534 0.4264
(0.4459) (0.4469) (0.4207)

% Hispanic or Latino –0.7243* –0.4682* –0.8030*
(0.1770) (0.1434) (0.1670)

% Pacific Islander 0.2620 0.2051 –0.9955
(0.5370) (0.5856) (0.5806)

% English Learner –0.3044* –0.4312* –0.5601*
(0.0978) (0.0935) (0.0939)

% in school lunch program –0.2454* –0.0399 –0.2196*
(0.0750) (0.0717) (0.0739)

% first year at school –0.1338* –0.0758 –0.2153*
(0.0372) (0.0521) (0.0523)

No lunch program at school –4.9589 –1.8149 –7.9078
(6.7390) (5.3983) (5.2143)

Constant 39.0849* 23.1165* 18.3920*
(0.4682) (0.4219) (0.4050)

No. of observations 4,683 4,619 4,127
R-squared 0.34 0.32 0.38

NOTES:  The results are based on CDE’s API database.  Standard errors are in
parentheses.  The regression variable for each background characteristic is the
difference between the values for the current school year and the previous
school year.
*Indicates coefficients that are significantly different from zero at the α = 0.05
confidence level.
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Table C.3

API Annual Growth Regressions for Secondary Conventional
Public Schools and Charter Schools

1999–00 2000–01 2001–02
Charter –7.6683 0.0334 2.1640

(5.9679) (5.2354) (4.5808)
% of students tested –0.2814* –0.0589 –0.2121

(0.1275) (0.1682) (0.1650)
% Black –1.4298* –0.8109 –1.2052*

(0.3866) (0.4355) (0.4344)
% American Indian –0.9351 –0.8048 –0.5000

(0.6730) (0.6491) (0.8167)
% Asian –0.0968 –0.2176 0.2146

(0.4158) (0.3803) (0.4193)
% Filipino 0.8482 0.5598 –0.9125

(0.7423) (0.6995) (0.7504)
% Hispanic or Latino –1.3833* –1.1851* –0.7481*

(0.3189) (0.3266) (0.3059)
% Pacific Islander –0.1680 1.1428 –1.1961

(0.9619) (0.9427) (0.9664)
% English Learner –0.2674 –0.4820* –0.4918*

(0.1529) (0.1369) (0.1618)
% in school lunch program –0.0286 0.1466 –0.0441

(0.0946) (0.0984) (0.1047)
% first year at school 0.0413 0.0255 0.0261

(0.0473) (0.0403) (0.0532)
No lunch program at school –6.4405 –5.9644 14.9186

(6.1256) (6.0417) (8.1624)
Middle school 7.4231* 11.7358* 2.4064*

(1.2068) (1.0083) (0.9732)
Constant 14.0374* 3.1751* 4.9533*

(1.0592) (0.7378) (0.7205)
No. of observations 1,861 1,886 1,589
R-squared 0.44 0.44 0.37

NOTES:  The results are based on CDE’s API database.  Standard errors are in
parentheses.  The regression variable for each background characteristic is the
difference between the values for the current school year and the previous
school year.
*Indicates coefficients that are significantly different from zero at the α = 0.05
confidence level.
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Table C.4

API Annual Growth Regressions for Secondary Conventional Public
Schools,  Conversion Schools, and Start-Up Schools, and Whether

the Charter School Offers Nonclassroom-Based Instruction

1999–00 2000–01 2001–02
Conversion –8.7029 –2.7200 1.6429

(6.0656) (5.7072) (5.0381)
Start–up 22.9706 –8.9481 0.5189

(32.6277) (31.3306) (14.4047)
Some nonclassroom–based instruc-

tion 0.0000 25.2869 9.0088
(0.0000) (33.6612) (21.2557)

% of students tested –0.2784* –0.0655 –0.2119
(0.1276) (0.1683) (0.1652)

% Black –1.4559* –0.8320 –1.2108*
(0.3876) (0.4358) (0.4349)

% American Indian –0.9196 –0.8261 –0.4886
(0.6732) (0.6493) (0.8178)

% Asian –0.0874 –0.2173 0.2164
(0.4159) (0.3806) (0.4209)

% Filipino 0.8509 0.5706 –0.8947
(0.7424) (0.6995) (0.7521)

% Hispanic or Latino –1.3743* –1.1904* –0.7518*
(0.3190) (0.3266) (0.3062)

% Pacific Islander –0.1766 1.1151 –1.1890
(0.9620) (0.9428) (0.9675)

% English Learner –0.2915 –0.4771* –0.4914*
(0.1550) (0.1370) (0.1623)

% in school lunch program –0.0232 0.1404 –0.0425
(0.0948) (0.0985) (0.1053)

% first year at school 0.0430 0.0264 0.0271
(0.0473) (0.0403) (0.0534)

No lunch program at school –6.8070 –8.3424 14.7663
(6.1378) (6.2562) (8.1833)

Middle school 7.4208* 11.7871* 2.4173*
(1.2068) (1.0088) (0.9744)

Constant 14.0177* 3.1675* 4.9444*
(1.0594) (0.7378) (0.7213)

No. of observations 1,861 1,886 1,589
R-squared 0.44 0.44 0.37

NOTES:  The results are based on CDE’s API database.  Standard errors are in
parentheses.  The regression variable for each background characteristic is the
difference between the values for the current school year and the previous
school year.
*Indicates coefficients that are significantly different from zero at the α = 0.05
confidence level.
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The results for student background factors in the model follow the
expected patterns.  Increases in the share of minority, English
Learner, and low-SES students (those who participate in the free or
reduced-price school lunch program) are associated with reduced
growth in API for the school.  Student mobility reduces API growth at
the elementary school level, but mobility has no significant effect on
the API growth of secondary schools.

STATEWIDE NONLONGITUDINALLY LINKED STUDENT-
LEVEL DATA

CDE provided individual records for all California students who took
the Stanford 9 from 1998 through 2002.  The test is administered in
the spring of each year at elementary and secondary schools.  The
analysis divided students into elementary grades (2 through 5) and
secondary grades (6 through 11).  The file contains 9.1 million ele-
mentary and 12.7 million secondary student-year records.  About 1.5
percent of both the elementary and secondary students are enrolled
in a charter over this five-year period.  Although the share of charter
schools is small, the file contains about 320,000 student-year records.

The file contains information on the student’s English proficiency,
ethnicity, parental education, eligibility for the school lunch pro-
gram, and gender as well as an indication that the student has trans-
ferred to the school in the current year.  These variables are used to
adjust test scores for the effect of student background.  The file also
identifies the student’s school.  The file does not include a student
identifier, so student performance cannot be tracked over successive
years.

The statistical model for the analysis was a random effects model
where a separate intercept was allowed for each school and for each
grade cohort within each school.  The model is based on Equation
(C.3):

S Cijkt j k j ijkt ijkt= + + + +α δ γ β υ( ) x ∆ (C.3)

where i, j, k, and t index individual students, schools, grades, and
years, respectively; s is test score; α is an unobserved school-specific
factor that does not vary over time; δ is an unobserved grade-cohort



208 Charter School Operations and Performance:  Evidence from California

factor within each school; γ is an unobserved parameter reflecting
the possible effect of charter school attendance on s; C is an indicator
variable that equals one if the school is a charter school and zero
otherwise, x is a 1 × K vector of K observable factors affecting s, β is a
K × 1 vector of unobserved parameters, and υ  is a random error
term.  The model includes a set of indicator variables for test year to
allow for possible trends in the scores.

This approach corrects for the fact that charter status is not tied di-
rectly to individual students but rather to students through the
schools that they attend.  The grade cohort adjustment reflects the
fact that many of the second-grade students at a school will be third-
grade students in the next year, so there is probably some correlation
between the test scores across grade cohorts at a school even after
adjusting for observed student background factors.

The regression results are reported in Tables C.5 through C.8.  The
results for charter school status and charter type are described in
Chapter Three.  Low English proficiency, minority status, and partic-
ipation in the free or reduced-price lunch program are inversely cor-
related with test scores in both reading and math at the elementary-
and secondary-grade levels.  Students who are new to their current
school tend to score lower than students who attended the same
school in the previous year.  Other things equal, girls tend to score
higher than boys, but the effect is insignificant for secondary-grade
math.

In addition to the random effect for grade cohorts, the model also
controls for the trend in achievement scores over the five-year time
period.  The results show that elementary school students did
somewhat better in 1999 and 2000 than in 1998, but the trend has
been rather flat or slightly negative since 2000.  For secondary school
students, the upward trend was smaller in 1999 and 2000, and it has
become negative since then.

LONGITUDINALLY LINKED STUDENT-LEVEL DATA

Student-level scores were analyzed for six school districts that pro-
vided test score information with a student identifier that allowed us
to track student performance over time.  The results for Chula Vista
Elementary, Fresno Unified, Napa Valley Unified, West Covina
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Table C.5

Stanford 9 Test Regressions for Elementary Conventional Public
Schools and Charter Schools

Reading Math

Variable Coefficient
Standard

Error Coefficient
Standard

Error
Intercept 44.6446* 0.103 48.7307* 0.1168
Charter 0.1315 0.2082 –1.4453* 0.2264
English Learner –10.8959* 0.0181 –7.2042* 0.0191
Ethnicity

Black –9.3119* 0.0271 –10.9518* 0.0288
American Indian –4.6607* 0.0683 –4.7767* 0.0725
Asian 3.501* 0.0281 9.3518* 0.0298
Filipino 1.1189* 0.044 2.7861* 0.0466
Hispanic or Latino –4.2393* 0.0193 –3.6057* 0.0204
Pacific Islander –4.4771* 0.0754 –4.009* 0.0799
Other ethnicity –2.3555* 0.0836 –1.907* 0.0886

Parental education
Non–high school graduate –2.5158* 0.0225 –2.0535* 0.0239
Some college 3.976* 0.0212 3.7894* 0.0225
College graduate 7.1067* 0.0235 7.0327* 0.0249
Graduate school 11.2917* 0.03 10.838* 0.0318
Decline education –0.7346* 0.0244 –1.49* 0.0259
Education missing –0.2298* 0.0297 –0.2726* 0.0316

School lunch program –4.4945* 0.0204 –4.4966* 0.0217
Lunch program missing –0.9453* 0.0291 –1.7476* 0.0309
Female 2.9643* 0.0123 0.4553* 0.013
First year at school –3.8241* 0.017 –4.1611* 0.018
New missing –3.2753* 0.0328 –3.381* 0.0349
Testing year

1999 3.6135* 0.0222 3.5542* 0.0237
2000 5.407* 0.0311 5.7928* 0.0333
2001 5.1517* 0.0325 5.1454* 0.0349
2002 4.7355* 0.0345 4.9815* 0.0372

NOTE:  The results are based on CDE statewide student-level data.
*Indicates coefficients that are significantly different from zero at the α = 0.05
confidence level.

Unified, San Diego City Unified, and Los Angeles Unified are
reported in Tables C.9 through C.15.  Results for secondary school
students are limited to San Diego and Los Angeles, because the other
districts contained few (if any) secondary school students in charters.
The two large urban districts also had a mix of start-up and conver-
sion schools, so separate analyses examined how test achievement
varied by charter type.  Nonclassroom-based instruction was avail-
able at only one charter school in Fresno and one in San Diego, so
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Table C.6

Stanford 9 Test Regressions for Secondary Conventional Public
Schools and Charter Schools

Reading Math

Variable Coefficient
Standard

Error Coefficient
Standard

Error
Intercept 44.4395* 0.1222 49.4443* 0.1374
Charter –1.4594* 0.2531 –2.2585* 0.2752
English Learner –14.6019* 0.0159 –9.5794* 0.0166
Ethnicity

Black –11.2297* 0.0219 –11.7061* 0.023
American Indian –5.6383* 0.0526 –5.6541* 0.0552
Asian 2.5423* 0.0215 10.953* 0.0225
Filipino –0.888* 0.0335 1.9182* 0.0351
Hispanic or Latino –4.966* 0.0152 –4.7537* 0.016
Pacific Islander –6.1852* 0.0613 –4.3319* 0.0643
Other ethnicity –4.7052* 0.0549 –3.8133* 0.0576

Parental education
Non–high school graduate –0.6521* 0.019 0.0798* 0.0199
Some college 4.8375* 0.0176 4.1821* 0.0184
College graduate 6.6355* 0.018 6.3701* 0.0189
Graduate school 13.4157* 0.0229 13.1819* 0.024
Decline education –1.4261* 0.0207 –1.7771* 0.0217
Education missing –1.4306* 0.0271 –1.3586* 0.0285

School lunch program –3.8896* 0.016 –3.2559* 0.0168
Lunch program missing –1.0908* 0.0261 –1.3293* 0.0275
Female 3.0186* 0.0102 0.0021 0.0107
First  year at school –1.8028* 0.0139 –1.227* 0.015
New missing –4.242* 0.0251 –3.7215* 0.0265
Testing year

1999 1.476* 0.0202 0.831* 0.0216
2000 1.2207* 0.0308 0.3641* 0.0331
2001 0.5712* 0.0337 –1.0285* 0.037
2002 –0.7843* 0.0371 –3.3241* 0.0414

NOTE:  The results are based on CDE statewide student-level data.
*Indicates coefficients that are significantly different from zero at the α = 0.05
confidence level.

there is no separate examination of the effects of nonclassroom-
based instruction in the analysis of the district data.

The student-level identifier is used to adjust for stable student-spe-
cific factors that may affect achievement.  Some students may have
greater motivation or more parental support than others.  These
types of unmeasured factors may persistently affect how well a stu-
dent learns irrespective of whether the student attends a conven-
tional public school or a charter school.
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The statistical model adjusts for these student-specific factors by
controlling for fixed student effects in the student achievement re-
gressions.  The most basic statistical model  is based on Equation
(C.4):

S Cit i it it it= + + +µ γ β υx ∆ (C.4)

where i and t index individual students and years, respectively; s is
test score; µ is an unobserved student-specific factor that does not
vary over time; γ is an unobserved parameter reflecting the possible
effect of charter school attendance on s; C is an indicator variable
that equals one if the school is a charter school and zero otherwise, x
is a 1 × K vector of K observable factors affecting s, β is a K × 1 vector
of unobserved parameters, and υ  is a random error term.  The model
includes observed family background characteristics such as ethnic-
ity and SES that are likely to affect student achievement.  In addition,
we suspect that some students will over- or underachieve because of
unobserved factors such as parental support, student motivation, or
aptitude.

The appropriate estimation of this type of model depends on the cor-
relation between µ and x.  A random effects approach assumes that
unobserved factors affecting student achievement, µ, are uncorre-
lated with observed factors, x.  This type of model would seem ap-
propriate if we had a relatively complete set of observed factors
affecting student achievement.  We used an alternative fixed-effect
approach that used the longitudinal nature of the data to “difference
out” the µ for observations on the same individual.1  We average
Equation (C.5) for the ith level and subtract this result from Equation
(C.4), so the transformed fixed-effects equation is

  S S C Cit i it i it i it i− = − + − + −γ β υ υ( ) ( ) ( )x x (C.5)

where the bar above each variable is the corresponding variable
mean.

______________ 
1We also tested for serial correlation in the residuals in Equation (C.3).  First-
differencing is a preferred estimation method if there is strong positive serial
correlation in panel data (Wooldridge, 2002).  In this case, serial correlation was weak,
so the parameters from the first-differenced model are similar to those of the fixed-
effects model.
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Table C.7

Stanford 9 Test Regressions for Elementary Conventional Public
Schools, Conversion Schools,  Start-Up Schools,  and

Nonclassroom-Based Schools

Reading Math

Variable Coefficient
Standard

Error Coefficient
Standard

Error
Intercept 44.7114* 0.1032 48.817* 0.1166
Charter type:

Conversion only 1.0123* 0.2354 –0.5147* 0.2546
Conversion and nonclass-

room-based –4.325* 1.6449 –9.1836* 1.843
Start–up only 0.9871 0.932 –1.4994 1.0613
Start–up and nonclassroom-

based –7.5771* 0.6995 –9.129* 0.7723
English Learner –10.8959* 0.0181 –7.2042* 0.0191
Ethnicity

Black –9.3126* 0.0271 –10.9525* 0.0288
American Indian –4.6601* 0.0683 –4.7762* 0.0725
Asian 3.5004* 0.0281 9.3513* 0.0298
Filipino 1.1181* 0.044 2.7853* 0.0466
Hispanic or Latino –4.24* 0.0193 –3.6064* 0.0204
Pacific Islander –4.4775* 0.0754 –4.0095* 0.0799
Other ethnicity –2.3556* 0.0836 –1.9074* 0.0886

Parental education
Non–high school graduate –2.5159* 0.0225 –2.0536* 0.0239
Some college 3.9761* 0.0212 3.7898* 0.0225
College graduate 7.1071* 0.0235 7.0333* 0.0249
Graduate school 11.2919* 0.03 10.8385* 0.0318
Decline education –0.7349* 0.0244 –1.4904* 0.0259
Education missing –0.2304* 0.0297 –0.2724* 0.0316

School lunch program –4.4959* 0.0204 –4.4981* 0.0217
Lunch program missing –0.9471* 0.0291 –1.7499* 0.0309
Female 2.9643* 0.0123 0.4553* 0.013
First year at school –3.8235* 0.017 –4.1605* 0.018
New missing –3.2751* 0.0328 –3.3807* 0.0349
Testing year

1999 3.6102* 0.0222 3.5501* 0.0237
2000 5.4016* 0.0311 5.7866* 0.0333
2001 5.1491* 0.0325 5.1419* 0.0349
2002 4.7334* 0.0345 4.9784* 0.0372

NOTE:  The results are based on CDE statewide student-level data.
*Indicates coefficients that are significantly different from zero at the α = 0.05
confidence level.
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Table C.8

Stanford 9 Test Regressions for Secondary Conventional Public
Schools, Conversion Schools, Start-Up Schools,  and

Nonclassroom-Based Schools

Reading Math

Variable Coefficient
Standard

Error Coefficient
Standard

Error
Intercept 44.4376* 0.1227 49.4354* 0.1379
Charter type

Conversion only 0.1084 0.3094 –1.0962* 0.335
Conversion and nonclass-

room-based –4.3659 2.3507 –8.0897* 2.6461
Start–up only 2.7535* 0.8936 2.0399* 1.0097
Start–up and nonclassroom-

based –7.2532* 0.5486 –6.8754* 0.594
English Learner –14.6021* 0.0159 –9.5796* 0.0166
Ethnicity

Black –11.2302* 0.0219 –11.7065* 0.023
American Indian –5.6388* 0.0526 –5.6546* 0.0552
Asian 2.5422* 0.0215 10.9529* 0.0225
Filipino –0.8882* 0.0335 1.9181* 0.0351
Hispanic or Latino –4.9662* 0.0152 –4.7538* 0.016
Pacific Islander –6.1855* 0.0613 –4.3321* 0.0643
Other ethnicity –4.7057* 0.0549 –3.8139* 0.0576

Parental education
Non–high school graduate –0.6521* 0.019 0.0798* 0.0199
Some college 4.8375* 0.0176 4.1821* 0.0184
College graduate 6.6354* 0.018 6.37* 0.0189
Graduate school 13.4157* 0.0229 13.1819* 0.024
Decline education –1.426* 0.0207 –1.777* 0.0217
Education missing –1.4307* 0.0271 –1.3586* 0.0285

School lunch program –3.8901* 0.016 –3.2563* 0.0168
Lunch program missing –1.093* 0.0261 –1.331* 0.0275
Female 3.0187* 0.0102 0.0022 0.0107
First year at school –1.8023* 0.0139 –1.2266* 0.015
New missing –4.2422* 0.0251 –3.7217* 0.0265
Testing year

1999 1.4739* 0.0202 0.8296* 0.0216
2000 1.2135* 0.0308 0.3589* 0.0331
2001 0.5675* 0.0337 –1.0309* 0.037
2002 –0.7871* 0.0371 –3.3258* 0.0414

NOTE:  The results are based on CDE statewide student-level data.
*Indicates coefficients that are significantly different from zero at the α = 0.05
confidence level.
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The student fixed-effect combines all student-level factors that are
invariant over time and affect student achievement, so the results do
not include separate parameter estimates for such student factors as
ethnicity.  In addition to the fixed-effects model, student-level ran-
dom effects were also estimated for comparison purposes.  The ran-
dom-effects specification assumes that the unobserved factors
affecting student performance from year to year are uncorrelated
with observed student background factors.

In addition to the fixed-effects model, we estimated a random-
growth model (Heckman and Hotz, 1989; Papke, 1994).  The random-
growth model generalizes the fixed-effects model to allow for indi-
viduals to differ not only with respect to a constant factor, µ, but also
on the rate of test score growth over time.  The basis for the random
growth rate model is Equation (C.6):

  S t Cit i i it it it= + + + +µ δ γ β υx (C.6)

where δ is an individual-specific growth rate.  The model is now first-
differenced to obtain Equation (C.7).

∆ ∆ ∆ ∆S Cit i it it it= + + +δ γ β υx (C.7)

The differencing eliminates the µ, and δ becomes the intercept of the
differenced equation.2  Equation (C.6) is estimated by fixed effects to
obtain estimates of γ and β.  The available student background vari-
ables do not vary over time, so the x vector consists of a test year
variable to detect any trend in scores.

The results for the fixed-effects and random-growth model were
similar.  The differencing method used in the random-growth model
requires that student records be included in the analysis only when
successive test score records are available.  This inherently elimi-
nated all test scores for the 1997–98 school year, because the STAR
test was not administered in 1996–98.  Similarly, we lose the first-year
record for students entering a school district or starting elementary
school.  These data requirements meant that the random-growth

______________ 
2The growth term simplifies because δit – δi(t –1) = δi.
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model was estimated for a much smaller sample than the fixed-
effects model.

We also estimated a random-effects model based on Equation (C.4).
In each case, the estimated student-specific error term was
significantly correlated with student background variables in the
model and therefore produces unreliable estimates of the effect of
attending a charter school.  This indicates that the parameter
estimates from the random-effects model are inconsistent because of
omitted variables.  This violation of the random-effects assumptions
suggested that the fixed-effects or the random-growth specification
was more appropriate for this model.

Table C.9

Charter School Status Regressions for Fixed-Effects Model
on Pooled Student Data from Districts

Elementary Secondary
Reading Math Reading Math

Charter –0.0848 –0.6776* 0.2767* –0.3816*
(0.0882) (0.1068) (0.0921) (0.1021)

Trend 1.6107* 0.0323* 0.7389*
(0.0080) (0.0070) (0.0078)

Constant 36.7761* 46.3624* 38.7003* 41.6877*
(0.0251) (0.0093) (0.0224) (0.0247)

No. of observations 1,554,666 1,598,639 1,351,000 1,360,492

SOURCE:  Pooled district student-level data.
NOTE:   Standard errors are in parentheses.
*Indicates coefficients that are significantly different from zero at the
α = 0.05 confidence level.

Table C.10

Charter School Status Regressions for Random-Effects Model
on Pooled Student Data from Districts

Elementary Secondary
Reading Math Reading Math

Charter –0.2148 –1.6440* 0.3392* –0.1959
(0.1589) (0.1912) (0.1714) (0.1885)

Constant 1.6033* 1.7558* 0.2832* 0.5099*
(0.0135) (0.0163) (0.0138) (0.0152)

No. of observations 816,364 854,899 749,413 757,760

SOURCE:  Pooled district student-level data.
NOTE:   Standard errors are in parentheses.
*Indicates coefficients that are significantly different from zero at the
α = 0.05 confidence level.
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Table C.11

Charter School Status Regressions for Elementary Reading
in Fixed-Effects Model, by District

Chula
Vista

Elementary
Fresno
Unified

Los
Angeles
Unified

Napa
Unified

San
Diego
City

Unified

West
Covina
Unified

Charter –2.2091* –3.2806* 0.0986 –1.4964* 0.8842* 0.0821
(0.3620) (0.4950) (0.1767) (0.5710) (0.1107) (0.6378)

Trend 2.0921* 0.5280* 2.1432* 1.8898* 0.6437* 0.5784*
(0.0436) (0.0309) (0.0102) (0.0833) (0.0153) (0.0928)

Constant 39.3724* 37.0271* 32.6859* 45.0836* 45.9710* 45.9933*
(0.1495) (0.0975) (0.0338) (0.2389) (0.0410) (0.2923)

No. of obser-
vations 59,033 111,418 1,010,480 186,60 340,142 14,933

SOURCE:  Pooled district student-level data.
NOTE:   Standard errors are in parentheses.
*Indicates coefficients that are significantly different from zero at the α = 0.05 confi-
dence level.

Table C.12

Charter School Status Regressions for Elementary Math
in Fixed-Effects Model, by District

Chula
Vista

Elementary
Fresno
Unified

Los
Angeles
Unified

Napa
Unified

San
Diego
City

Unified

West
Covina
Unified

Charter –4.6918* –2.7988* 0.0378 –2.0256* –0.9183* –2.5363*
(0.4432) (0.5906) (0.2131) (0.6865) (0.1271) (0.8073)

Trend 2.7504* 0.7265* 1.6458* 2.4029* 0.7368* 0.9831*
(0.0535) (0.0371) (0.0123) (0.1011) (0.0175) (0.1181)

Constant 43.8262* 40.7171* 39.3367* 46.9619* 49.7142* 51.0503*
(0.1829) (0.1167) (0.0403) (0.2901) (0.0469) (0.3705)

No. of obser-
vations 60,546 115,428 1,042,681 19,277 345,530 15,177

SOURCE:  Pooled district student-level data.
NOTE:   Standard errors are in parentheses.

*Indicates coefficients that are significantly different from zero at the α = 0.05 confi-
dence level.
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Table C.13

Charter School Status Regressions for Elementary Reading
in Random-Growth Model, by District

Chula
Vista

Elementary
Fresno
Unified

Los
Angeles
Unified

Napa
Unified

San
Diego
City

Unified

West
Covina
Unified

Charter –2.2210* –4.7630* –0.5996 –1.4095 0.4074* –0.8603
(0.6951) (0.8256) (0.3431) (1.1582) (0.1950) (1.2049)

Constant 1.9864* 0.4223* 2.0794* 1.6899* 0.6598* 0.5280*
(0.0715) (0.0530) (0.0169) (0.1339) (0.0276) (0.1553)

No. of obser-
vations 29,124 58,068 518,864 9,279 193,893 7,136

SOURCE:  Pooled district student-level data.
NOTE:   Standard errors are in parentheses.
*Indicates coefficients that are significantly different from zero at the α = 0.05 confi-
dence level.

Table C.14

Charter Status Regressions for Elementary Math
in Random-Growth Model, by District

Chula
Vista

Elementary
Fresno
Unified

Los
 Angeles
Unified

Napa
Unified

San
Diego
City

Unified

West
Covina
Unified

Charter –5.3567* –4.3705* –0.2647 –0.3453 –1.5402* –5.5058*
(0.8411) (0.9542) (0.4159) (1.3970) (0.2267) (1.5665)

Constant 2.8765* 1.0714* 2.1573* 2.4676* 0.6743* 1.4516*
(0.0885) (0.0632) (0.0205) (0.1697) (0.0321) (0.2026)

No. of obser-
vations 30,385 61,810 546,711 9,763 198,865 7,365

SOURCE:  Pooled district student-level data.
NOTE:   Standard errors are in parentheses.
*Indicates coefficients that are significantly different from zero at the α = 0.05 confi-
dence level.
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Table C.15

Charter School Type Regressions for Fixed-Effects Model
in Los Angeles  Unified and San Diego City

Unified Districts

Los Angeles Unified San Diego City Unified
Reading Math Reading Math

Conversion 0.2592 0.5829* 2.1835* 0.0295
(0.1928) (0.2329) (0.1343) (0.1535)

Start-up –0.3479 –1.5017 –1.7147* –2.8661*
(0.6649) (0.8036) (0.1881) (0.2179)

Trend 2.1451* 1.6480* 0.6671* 0.7538*
(0.0103) (0.0123) (0.0153) (0.0176)

Constant 32.7023* 39.3530* 45.9198* 49.6777*
(0.0338) (0.0404) (0.0411) (0.0470)

No. of observa-
tions 1,007,807 1,039,922 340,142 345,530

SOURCE:  Pooled district student-level data.
NOTE:   Standard errors are in parentheses.
*Indicates coefficients that are significantly different from zero at the
α = 0.05 confidence level.

The results for the fixed-effects and random-growth model are re-
ported below.  Separate models were estimated for reading and math
scores at the elementary and secondary school levels.  The first set of
tables are for test scores pooled across districts.  The results from the
pooled fixed-effects model in Table C.9 were used to construct Figure
3.5, but the results from the random-growth model in Table C.10
were similar.

Tables C.11 through C.15 are the separate results for the Chula Vista
Elementary, Fresno Unified, Los Angeles Unified, Napa Unified, San
Diego City Unified, and West Covina Unified districts.  Elementary
school results are reported for all six districts.  The secondary school
analysis was restricted to Los Angeles and San Diego, since there
were few charter secondary school enrollments in the other four
districts.
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