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Executive Summary 

Conversion charter schools have a strong presence in California’s educational landscape, represent a 
unique school reform strategy, and have maintained a steady growth in numbers since 1993. But what 
are the outcomes of these schools after conversion?  

As the membership and professional organization representing 982 charter schools currently operating 
across the state, the California Charter Schools Association (CCSA) is committed to advancing the aim of 
the charter movement to improve academic outcomes for students, particularly for those most 
underserved by the traditional public school system. 
 
California’s charter public schools are diverse, ranging in size, grades, and educational approach. The 
majority of charter schools are independent start-ups. These tend to operate in communities where 
parents demand better or unique educational options and are usually fully independent from the local 
school district. California’s charter school movement also included 139 conversion charters as of the 
2010-11 school year – traditional public schools that converted into charter public schools. Conversion 
charters represent 16% of California’s charter school movement, but serve 25% of all charter school 
students since they usually have larger student bodies. Conversion charter schools are often the result 
of high-stakes school transformations led by teachers, community members, and local policymakers. 
Limited research has been done to better understand the impacts of this reform strategy despite their 
growing presence in California.  
 
CCSA has conducted this analysis using publicly available data to paint a more detailed picture of 
outcomes at conversion charters. The analysis was an attempt to determine whether converting to a 
charter school is associated with changes in the school’s academic performance or demographics. CCSA 
also looked at charter schools’ varying levels of autonomy from their local districts and whether that was 
associated with changes in school outcomes. 

In this analysis, CCSA split conversion charters into two groups – autonomous and non-autonomous. 
Autonomous charter schools are fully independent from their local school districts and receive funding 
directly from the state. Non-autonomous charter schools have the majority of their board members 
appointed by their local district, are not incorporated as 501(c)3 nonprofits, or are subject to a 
combination of other factors that do not make them fully autonomous (such as governance models, 
funding arrangements, and district collective bargaining agreements). 

The results of this analysis show that conversion charter schools have achieved high levels of 
academic performance. Conversion charters that are fully autonomous from their local school districts 
are making rapid academic gains with underserved students and have increased their student 
diversity over time. These findings support the continued efforts of CCSA and other charter school 
proponents to encourage the use of charter school conversion as an effective, locally-driven public 
school reform strategy. 

Other major findings from this report include: 

 The rate of traditional schools undergoing conversion has not increased dramatically over time. 
It has stayed relatively stable since the earliest conversions took place in California in 1993, with 
an average of eight traditional public schools converting each year. 

 The majority of conversion charters outpaced traditional schools on academic growth after 
converting (schoolwide and with underserved student subgroups).  
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 On average, conversion charters outperformed traditional public schools in the 2010-11 school 
year across several academic performance metrics, including California’s Academic Performance 
Index (API), proficiency rates in English Language Arts, and proficiency rates in math.  

 Looking through the lens of school autonomy, we saw two distinct profiles emerge: 

o Most autonomous conversions (38 schools in the 2010-11 school year) saw more rapid 
academic growth and increases in their percentages of underserved student groups 
after converting than traditional schools did.  

 Autonomous conversions with the highest rates of growth on the API 
schoolwide and with underserved students include: Pacoima Charter 
Elementary, Animo Locke Charter High School #3, Cox Academy, Steele Canyon 
High, and King/Chavez Primary Academy.  

 Those with the greatest increases in percentages of underserved students 
include: Helix High, Edison Charter Academy, Pacoima Charter Elementary, 
King/Chavez Arts Academy, and Alain Leroy Locke High.  

 In 2010-11, autonomous conversions enrolled larger percentages of Latinos, 
English learners, and low-income students than traditional schools.  

o Non-autonomous conversions had high levels of academic performance prior to 
conversion and generally maintained this status over time. As a group, they achieved 
the highest levels of performance across multiple metrics, including the API, proficiency 
rates in English Language Arts, and proficiency rates in math in the 2010-11 school year. 
The majority of these schools did not grow their enrollments of underserved student 
populations compared to traditional schools. They also served less diverse student 
populations than autonomous conversions did in 2010-11. 
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Why conduct an analysis of conversion charter schools? 

Conversion charter schools have a strong presence in California’s educational landscape, represent a 
school transformation strategy, and are growing in number. 

Charter schools have made a significant impact on education reform in California for nearly two 
decades. In the 2011-12 school year, there were 982 charter schools statewide, ranging in size, grade 
span, and curriculum offerings. The majority of these charter schools were highly autonomous start-up 
charters. However, there were also 139 conversion charters serving 84,802 students in the 2010-11 
school year. All conversion charters were created through the conversion of a preexisting traditional 
public school.1 Despite the strong and growing presence of conversion charters across California, limited 
research has been done to understand the impacts of these schools on educational outcomes. The 
California Charter Schools Association (CCSA) therefore decided to take on a study of publicly available 
data to explore how conversion charters have fared in California.  

Conversion charter schools represent a strategy for school transformation, as exemplified in the cases of 
the Alain Leroy Locke High School conversion in Los Angeles in 2007 and, more recently, the conversion 
of Clayton Valley High School in Concord, California. Each traditional public school that successfully 
converts to a charter school is the result of major actions taken by teachers, community members, and 
local policymakers to incite change and challenge the status quo. With the advent of the Parent Trigger 
law (described in more detail below) and rising public interest in the educational options that charter 
public schools provide, conversion charters are likely to continue their upward trajectory in growth.  

CCSA’s analysis has shed more light on these trends, as well as whether converting to a charter school 
correlates with changes in academic performance and demographics over time. This report highlights 
the most striking findings from that analysis, including a review of the general characteristics of 
conversion charters, academic performance trends, demographic and enrollment trends, performance 
on CCSA’s accountability metrics, and the results of geographic analysis. 

What is a conversion charter school? 

Conversion charter public schools are traditional public schools that have been transformed into 
charters, often as the result of teacher-led efforts supported by parents and other community 
members.  

Traditional public schools must have signatures of support from at least 50% of permanent teaching 
staff in order to submit a formal petition to become a conversion charter. It is also possible for entire 
school districts to convert into charter school districts, thereby converting all schools within their 
boundaries into charter schools, if at least 50% of district teachers sign on.2 There are currently eight 
charter districts in California (see Appendix B for a list of charter districts). The Parent Trigger law in 
California provides a new option for conversion. Parents who hope to increase student achievement or 
school safety now have the choice and ability to initiate school transformation through four options, one 
of which is to call for the conversion of low-performing schools if 50% or more parents sign a petition of 
support.3  

                                                           
1
 Additionally, charter schools vary according to grade span, being classroom-based or non-classroom-based, providing various 

curriculum offerings (virtual, dual-immersion, arts-focused, etc.). Visit www.calcharters.org to learn more. 
2
 California Education Code 47605 (a) (2). Visit http://www.leginfo.ca.gov/cgi-bin/displaycode?section=edc&group=47001-

48000&file=47605-47608 for the full text. 
3
 California Education Code 53300. Visit http://www.leginfo.ca.gov/cgi-bin/displaycode?section=edc&group=53001-

54000&file=53300-53303 for the full text. 

http://www.calcharters.org/
http://www.leginfo.ca.gov/cgi-bin/displaycode?section=edc&group=47001-48000&file=47605-47608
http://www.leginfo.ca.gov/cgi-bin/displaycode?section=edc&group=47001-48000&file=47605-47608
http://www.leginfo.ca.gov/cgi-bin/displaycode?section=edc&group=53001-54000&file=53300-53303
http://www.leginfo.ca.gov/cgi-bin/displaycode?section=edc&group=53001-54000&file=53300-53303
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Like start-up charters, conversion charter schools must submit a detailed petition outlining the school's 
education program, goals, finances, governance structure, and other features, which must be approved 
by a chartering authority, usually the local school district. However, unlike start-up charters, conversion 
charter schools must uphold an admissions preference for students residing within the school’s original 
attendance boundary.  

Start-up charters do not have attendance boundaries; they accept applications from all students, 
regardless of their home address. They determine enrollment based on a blind admissions lottery, if 
oversubscribed. They are generally founded by entities such as groups of parents, teachers, universities, 
or nonprofits. Start-up charters must often procure their own facilities and show evidence of preexisting 
community interest by submitting signatures of interested families. 

The number of charter schools in California has grown steadily since the passage of the Charter Schools 
Act of 1992. Although conversion charters have become increasingly prominent in the media, the rate of 
conversions has not increased significantly over time compared to the recent surge in the number of 
start-up charters, shown in Figure 1. Conversion charters may not be expanding as rapidly as start-up 
charters, but have become a permanent fixture in the charter landscape. Every year, more traditional 
schools seek conversion to become charter schools, and those that succeed expand the base of 
conversion charters and boost the charter school movement statewide. There is some evidence that 
interest in conversions may be growing: in the Los Angeles Unified School District (LAUSD) alone, 29 
traditional schools submitted letters of intent to convert to charter schools for the 2012-13 school year.4  

Figure 1. Growth in the Number of Conversion and Start-Up Charter Schools over Time 

 

What characteristics differentiate conversion charters from other types of schools? 

Conversion charters are more similar to traditional schools than they are to other charters. 
Conversion charters enroll roughly the same number of students as traditional schools and few have 
high levels of autonomy compared to other charters (29% versus 75%).  

CCSA was primarily interested in drawing comparisons about performance and demographics between 
conversion charters and traditional schools. Since conversion charters maintain many of the attributes 
of the original traditional school - facility, attendance area, and staff, for the most part – this provided a 
clearer “apples-to-apples” comparison rather than comparing conversion charters to start-up charters. 
An analysis of basic characteristics confirmed that conversion charters were more similar to traditional 
schools than to start-up charters in several ways. Conversion charters tended to have higher enrollment 
numbers and lower levels of autonomy over school operations than start-up charters did (see page 5 for 
additional details on levels of autonomy). 

                                                           
4
 This reflects letters of notice as of March, 2012. See http://cbsla.files.wordpress.com/2012/03/letter-of-intent-

conversions.pdf.  

http://cbsla.files.wordpress.com/2012/03/letter-of-intent-conversions.pdf
http://cbsla.files.wordpress.com/2012/03/letter-of-intent-conversions.pdf
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While conversion charters make up a small proportion of charter schools, they tend to have higher 
enrollments than start-up charters. As shown in Figure 2, conversion charters made up only 16% of 
California’s charter school movement in the 2010-11 school year, but comprised 25% of total charter 
school enrollment.5 The average enrollment of a conversion charter school was 638 students compared 
to 359 at start-up charters, making the average conversion charter 58% larger. Conversion charter 
enrollments were more similar to traditional public schools, with only 79 fewer students per school on 
average.  

Figure 2. Number of Schools and Average Enrollment by Start Type, 2010-11 

Metric 
Charter Schools Traditional 

Schools Conversion Start-Up Total 

Schools  133 716 849 7,964 
(%) 16% 84% 100% - 

Students 84,802 256,861 341,663 5,707,500 

(%) 25% 75% 100% - 

Average 
Enrollment 

638 359 402 717 

 

Are there differences in governance models 
between conversion charters and start-up 
charters? 

Conversion charters are less likely to have high 
levels of autonomy over school operations than 
do start-up charters.   

CCSA wanted to use the analysis of conversion 
charters to better understand how school 
outcomes differ based on the increased autonomy 
gained from becoming a charter school. 
Conversion charter schools, like all charter 
schools, are created to seek out autonomies that 
are not available in traditional public schools. 
School staff members hope to gain access to 
increased flexibility in hiring, finances, 
governance, and curriculum. The amount of 
autonomy charter schools ultimately have can 
vary widely based on the degree of fiscal and 
governing independence that the schools 
negotiate with their authorizing districts upon 
conversion. As a result of years of research and 
engagement with charter school leaders, CCSA has 
crafted definitions that differentiate between 
charter schools that are autonomous, semi-
autonomous, and non-autonomous (see sidebar 
for definitions). Charter schools that have gained 
                                                           
5
 Alternative Schools Accountability Model sites were excluded in this report due to their status as alternative schools and their 

often missing or skewed data. In 2010-11 there were six conversion charters and 55 start-up charters falling under this 
designation. To learn more about these types of schools visit http://www.cde.ca.gov/ta/ac/am/. See Appendix B for a list of 
conversion charters that are ASAM schools. 

CCSA’s Definition of Autonomy 

Autonomous charter schools appoint a majority of 
their board of directors, do not use their authorizing 
districts’ collective bargaining agreements, and are 
directly funded through the state, regardless of 
nonprofit status. 

Semi-Autonomous charter schools appoint a 
majority of their board of directors, are incorporated 
as 501(c)3 nonprofits, and either: 

 Use their authorizing districts’ collective 
bargaining agreements, or  

 Are indirectly funded through their local 
districts. 

Non-Autonomous charter schools either:  

 Allow their authorizing districts to appoint the 
majority of their board of directors,  

 Appoint the majority of their board of directors, 
are not incorporated as 501(c)3 nonprofits, use 
their authorizing districts’ collective bargaining 
agreements, and are indirectly funded through 
their local districts, or  

 Appoint the majority of their board of directors, 
are not incorporated as 501(c)3 nonprofits, and 
do not use their authorizing districts’ collective 
bargaining agreements, but are indirectly 
funded through their local districts.     

 

http://www.cde.ca.gov/ta/ac/am/
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fiscal and governing independence from their authorizing districts are classified as autonomous, those 
with some fiscal or governing dependencies as semi-autonomous, and those that maintain strong fiscal 
and governing relationships with their local districts as non-autonomous.  

The composition of conversion and start-up charters across autonomy groups differed greatly in 2010-
11 (Figure 3). Conversion charters were half as likely to be autonomous and three times more likely to 
be non-autonomous than start-up charters. These findings were statistically significant, as indicated by 
asterisks [χ2 (2, N = 858) = 135.646, p = 0.000]. This shows that most conversions do not have the level of 
autonomy that the majority of start-up charters have. These results support the finding that conversion 
charters are more similar, in aggregate, to traditional schools than to start-up charters. Looking through 
the lens of autonomy categories led to the discovery of nuanced results regarding performance and 
demographic trends at conversion charters. As is described in more detail below, it was the story of 
highly autonomous conversion charters that became the focus of this analysis. 

Figure 3. Breakdown of Autonomy Status of Charter Schools by Start Type, 2010-11 

Autonomy Status 
Charter Schools 

Conversion Start-Up Total 

Autonomous 
38*** 567* 605 

29% 78% 71% 

Semi-Autonomous 
8 21 29 

6% 3% 3% 

Non-Autonomous 
87** 137** 224 

65% 19% 26% 

Chi Square 135.646 (df  = 2, N = 858) p = 0.000 

* = p < 0.05, ** = p < 0.01, *** = p < 0.001 

Have conversion charters changed their academic performance since conversion? 

The majority of conversion charters, especially autonomous conversion charters, outpaced traditional 
schools on academic growth indicators across the entire student population, as well as with 
underserved student subgroups. 

CCSA wanted to determine whether conversion charters showed any changes in their academic 
performance since the year prior to conversion. In order to conduct this analysis, the performance of 
conversion charters in the 2010-11 school year was compared to their performance the last year they 
were still traditional public schools. Each conversion charters’ performance was then compared to that 
of traditional schools open during the same period, since this provided a proxy for the status quo of not 
converting and remaining a traditional school.  

The performance metrics used were the Academic Performance Index (API) scores, the California 
Department of Education’s (CDE) primary school-wide academic accountability metric, and the 
percentage of students proficient and above in English Language Arts (ELA) and math. Conversion 
charters’ performance over time was compared to that of traditional schools using cumulative growth 
on the API (schoolwide and for subgroups) as well as change in percent proficient or above in ELA and 
math.6 Each conversion charter school was compared individually to the average performance of all 
traditional schools over the same period and counts were taken of the number of conversion charters 
that outperformed on each metric.  

 

                                                           
6
 The changes over time in API were calculated by totaling the change between Base and Growth API scores between years and 

separately for each subgroup. Changes in percent proficient and above in ELA and math were calculated by subtracting the 
percent proficient and above in 2010-11 compared to the year prior to conversion. 
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API Scores and Subgroup Performance 

CCSA used API scores to look at performance schoolwide and across several underserved student 
subgroups.7 Since the API has only been reported since the 1999-00 school year and data was needed 
for the year before conversion took place, only schools that underwent conversion between 2000-01 
and 2010-11 were included in this analysis (80 total). Conversion charters’ cumulative growth on the API 
was compared to that of traditional schools over the same period of time. For example, a conversion 
charter that converted in 2007-08 would have four years’ worth of data (change in API for each year 
from 2006-07 through 2010-11) and would be compared to traditional schools with data for the same 
years.  

The results of this analysis are shown in Figure 4. Overall, the majority of conversion charters showed 
more growth than traditional schools on the API school-wide and with the subgroups of Latinos, English 
learners, and socioeconomically disadvantaged students. Conversion charters also outpaced traditional 
schools with growth in their proficiency rates in ELA and math since conversion. In some cases, these 
findings could be attributable to schools starting at a lower API score or proficiency level before 
conversion, thereby leaving more potential for growth. However, even among the 38 conversion 
charters that had above-average API scores the year prior to conversion, 17 (45%) of those schools still 
outpaced traditional schools that were open during the same period. 

Figure 4. Academic Growth at Conversion Charters since Conversion Compared to Traditional Schools 

Academic Performance Metric 
Number of Conversion 

Charters with Data
8
 

Number of Conversion 
Charters Outpacing 
Traditional Schools 

% of Conversion 
Charters Outpacing 
Traditional Schools 

API Growth 80 46 58% 

African American API Growth 5 5 100% 

Latino API Growth 42 27 64% 

English Learner API Growth 20 14 70% 

Socioeconomically Disadvantaged API Growth 42 26 62% 

Students with Disabilities API Growth 4 2 50% 

ELA % Proficient & Above Growth 59 35 59% 

Math % Proficient & Above Growth 59 36 61% 

*Cells highlighted in gray font indicate small sample sizes (n < 10 schools).  

Academic Performance and School Autonomy 

CCSA also explored the performance of conversion charters by autonomy status. After splitting 
conversion charters into two groups based on their autonomy, we saw that autonomous conversions 
outpaced both non-autonomous conversions and traditional schools in terms of academic growth. The 
percentage of autonomous conversions that outpaced traditional schools was higher on each metric 
than it was for conversion charters as a whole (shown in Figure 5). Autonomous conversions that 
outpaced traditional schools to the greatest extent across performance metrics included: Pacoima 
Charter Elementary, Animo Locke Charter High School #3, Cox Academy, Steele Canyon High, and 
King/Chavez Primary Academy. In contrast, fewer non-autonomous conversion charters outpaced 
traditional schools on academic growth across most measures. Non-autonomous conversions only 
outpaced traditional schools in increasing proficiency rates in ELA, as illustrated in Figure 6.9 Schools 
with the highest and lowest growth in each category are listed in Appendix B. 

                                                           
7
 Unless otherwise stated, scores presented in tables are API Growth scores. For more information visit 

http://www.cde.ca.gov/ta/ac/ap/.  
8
 The number of schools included in each metric differs due to the availability of data, which is only reported by the CDE for 

numerically significant student subgroups. See http://pubs.cde.ca.gov/tcsii/ch11/numericsignfsbgrps.aspx. 
9
 Semi-Autonomous conversions are not shown due to the small number of schools with applicable data. 

http://www.cde.ca.gov/ta/ac/ap/
http://pubs.cde.ca.gov/tcsii/ch11/numericsignfsbgrps.aspx
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Figure 5. Academic Growth at Autonomous Conversion Charters since Conversion Compared to Traditional Schools 

Academic Performance Metric 
Number of Autonomous 

Conversion Charters 
with Data 

Number of Conversion 
Charters Outpacing 
Traditional Schools 

% of Conversion 
Charters Outpacing 
Traditional Schools 

API Growth 24 19 79% 
African American API Growth* 5 5 100% 
Latino API Growth 11 11 100% 
English Learner API Growth 6 6 100% 
Socioeconomically Disadvantaged API Growth 11 10 91% 
Students with Disabilities API Growth 2 1 50% 
ELA % Proficient and Above 19 13 68% 
Math % Proficient and Above 19 15 79% 

*Cells highlighted in gray font indicate small cell sizes (n < 10).  

Figure 6. Academic Growth at Non-Autonomous Conversion Charters since Conversion Compared to Traditional 
Schools 

Academic Performance Metric 
Number of Non-

Autonomous Conversion 
Charters with Data 

Number of Conversion 
Charters Outpacing 
Traditional Schools 

% of Conversion 
Charters Outpacing 
Traditional Schools 

API Growth 54 25 46% 
African American API Growth* 2 0 0% 
Latino API Growth 33 15 45% 
English Learner API Growth 17 8 47% 
Socioeconomically Disadvantaged API Growth 34 15 44% 
Students with Disabilities API Growth 2 1 50% 
ELA % Proficient and Above 41 21 51% 
Math % Proficient and Above 41 20 49% 

*Cells highlighted in gray font indicate small cell sizes (n < 10). 
 

Statewide Ranking Comparison 

California statewide ranks were also used to assess growth over time compared to initial performance.10 
This ranking system uses deciles to rank each school’s API Base score relative to all California schools 
each year.11 CCSA used statewide ranks to determine if conversion charters increased or decreased their 
ranks in the years following conversion. A set time frame of one year prior to conversion and three years 
post-conversion (four years total) was used to compare changes across all conversion charters with 
data. Out of the 51 conversion charters with data available the year prior to conversion and three years 
post-conversion, there were no strong indicators that schools increased their rankings or decreased in 
their rankings after conversion. The majority of conversion charters with data (43 out of 51 schools, or 
84%) maintained their original ranking or moved only one decile three years after converting to a 
charter school. Analysis of California’s similar schools ranks, which are adjusted based on student 
backgrounds and school characteristics, did not reveal any trends in performance post-conversion. 

CCSA’s analysis of conversion charters’ performance over time shows that conversion charters have 
made strong gains when compared to traditional schools across several academic measures. 
Autonomous conversions have led this charge. Despite the finding that conversion charters’ statewide 

                                                           
10

 CCSA supports the use of its internally developed Similar Students Measure for accountability purposes rather 
than the statewide ranking system. Here statewide ranks were used in order to achieve a large sample size of 
schools for this analysis. For more information on the Similar Students Measure, read CCSA’s Portrait of the 
Movement at http://www.calcharters.org/2011/02/portrait-of-the-movement-2011-report.html.  
11

 Deciles ensure that each rank includes the same number of schools, which describes relative changes in 
performance in a way that API scores alone cannot. For more information visit 
http://www.cde.ca.gov/ta/ac/ap/glossary11b.asp.  

http://www.calcharters.org/2011/02/portrait-of-the-movement-2011-report.html
http://www.cde.ca.gov/ta/ac/ap/glossary11b.asp
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rankings have not changed dramatically since the year prior to conversion, evidence points to the 
majority of conversion charters making gains on API indicators more rapidly than traditional schools. 
One explanation for the difference between findings is that an analysis of growth on the API will be 
more sensitive than one on statewide ranks, which necessitates movement between school deciles 
(groupings of schools each representative of 10% of all schools).  

How do conversion charters perform academically compared to other schools overall? 

Conversion charters outperformed start-up charters and traditional public schools on academic 
measures in the 2010-11 school year overall and across several subgroups representing historically 
underserved student populations.  

In addition to analyzing changes in conversion charter performance over time, academic performance at 
conversion charters was compared to other charters and traditional schools in the 2010-11 school year. 
Given the difference in the average number of students at charter schools compared to traditional 
schools (see Figure 2), CCSA used a weighted analysis of API scores to represent the number of students 
tested at each school.12 As reported by the CDE, API scores do not reflect the number of students at a 
school, but rather the aggregated student performance at the school level. CCSA wanted to use API 
scores in a way that would acknowledge the higher number of students at high-performing versus low-
performing charter schools. For this analysis, API scores were weighted by the valid number of students 
tested at each school, and averages were taken of API scores after this adjustment. When calculating 
weighted average API scores for subgroups, the valid number of students tested for each subgroup was 
used for weighting. 

Conversion charter schools had higher weighted average API scores in the 2010-11 school year than 
start-up charter schools or traditional schools at the schoolwide level and for several underserved 
student populations, shown in Figure 7. For example, conversion charters had a weighted mean API 
growth score of 822 for all students. Both start-up charters and traditional schools had lower weighted 
mean API scores (782 and 792 respectively). Conversion charters also had the highest weighted mean 
API scores across all underserved student subgroups shown in Figure 7. Using unweighted average API 
scores, conversion charters still outperformed other schools for all subgroups in Figure 7 with statistical 
significance, except students with disabilities (see Appendix B).13  

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
12

 To complete this analysis, API scores were first multiplied by the number of valid scores at each school. These 
weighted API scores were then summed and divided by the number of total valid scores across schools for each 
analysis (conversion charters, start-up charters, traditional schools, etc.). 
13

 One-way ANOVA analyses were significant at the p < 0.01 for all subgroups listed in Figure 3 except students 
with disabilities: API [F (512, 7981) = 1.384, p = 0.000], African American API [F (470, 3956) = 1.176, p = 0.008], 
Latino API [F (466, 7598) = 1.537, p = 0.000], socioeconomically disadvantaged API [F (467, 7546) = 1.571, p = 
0.000], English learners API [F (504, 6923) = 1.330, p = 0.000], students with disabilities API [F (593, 7642) = .898, p 
= .959]. 
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Figure 7. Weighted Mean API Growth Scores for Conversion Charters, Start-Up Charters, and Traditional Schools in 
2010-11 

 

In addition to weighted average API scores, CCSA used a combined metric of API scores and cumulative 
growth on the API over three years to illustrate both momentum and absolute achievement.14 By 
combining API status and growth on the API into one metric, CCSA was able to identify schools as falling 
into one of the four categories shown in Figure 8. For API status, schools were placed into above or 
below performance categories based on the average API score in 2010-11, which was 795. Schools were 
placed into above or below growth categories based on the average cumulative API growth over the 
past three years, which was 31 points of growth combining data from 2008-09, 2009-10, and 2010-11.15  

Figure 8. Categories of Performance on CCSA’s Metric of Status and Growth on the API for 2010-11 

 
 
Conversion charters were distributed across the performance spectrum in a pattern similar to traditional 
schools, with no significant differences. However, there were significant differences between the 

                                                           
14

 CCSA has used status and growth on the API to describe school performance this way in its 2012 Portrait of the Movement. 
See pages 39-41 for more information on this metric by downloading the report from www.calcharters.org.  
15

 This analysis was only conducted for schools four years and older with valid API data. 

http://www.calcharters.org/


 
 

Spring 2012 

 

12   
 

distribution of conversion charters and start-up charters, as shown in Figure 9. Conversion charters were 
far less likely to fall into the Below Status/Below Growth category and were more likely to fall within the 
Above Status/Above Growth category with statistical significance [χ2 (3, N = 555) = 20.073, p = 0.000]. 
For instance, in the Above Status/Above Growth category, 48% of conversion charters were 
represented, while only 26% of start-up charters were. Amongst charter schools, these findings point to 
outperformance on API status and growth at conversion charters.16  

Figure 9. Conversion Charters Compared to Start-Up Charters on Status/ Growth Quadrants, 2010-11 
 

 

Charter Type 
Status/Growth Quadrants for 2010-11 

Total Below Status, 
Below Growth 

Below Status, 
Above Growth 

Above Status, 
Below Growth 

Above Status, 
Above Growth 

Conversions 
12* 21 17 46** 96 

13% 22% 18% 48% 100% 

Start-Ups 
114 136 90 119 459 

25% 30% 20% 26% 100% 

Chi Square 20.073 (df = 3, N = 555) p = 0.000 

* = p < 0.05, ** = p < 0.01, *** = p < 0.001 

Aside from API measures, conversion charters had higher percentages of students performing at 
proficient or above in ELA and math than either start-up charters or traditional schools (see Appendix 
B).These findings show that conversion charters demonstrated higher levels of performance than other 
types of schools across multiple academic performance indicators in 2010-11.  

When conversion and start-up charters were further split into groups by autonomy level, CCSA found 
differences in which group outperformed others based on the API score in 2010-11 versus growth on the 

                                                           
16

 Chi-square tests performed using CCSA’s accountability framework metrics between conversion charters and traditional 
schools did not produce statistically significant results. 
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API from the previous year. Non-autonomous conversion charters had the highest weighted mean API 
scores in 2010-11 schoolwide and across historically underserved student subgroups (Figure 10). Non-
autonomous conversions had far higher weighted API scores at the school level, with African American 
students, and with students with disabilities than other charters or traditional schools. Students in non-
autonomous conversion charters also had the highest rates of proficiency in ELA and math. There were 
no statistically significant findings according to autonomy level using unweighted API means (see 
Appendix B).  

Figure 10. Weighted Mean API Growth Scores for Conversion Charters, Start-Up Charters, and Traditional Schools 
by Autonomy Status in 2010-11 

 

Distinct Differences between Autonomous and Non-Autonomous Conversions 

Taken together with the analysis of performance over time, we see distinct trends at autonomous and 
non-autonomous conversions. Autonomous conversions stand out for growing academic performance 
with underserved populations after converting, whereas non-autonomous conversions had high levels of 
performance pre- and post-conversion. Autonomous conversions had the highest growth on API 
indicators as a group and outpaced traditional schools across most metrics since conversion. Despite 
rapid gains, autonomous conversions have not significantly improved their statewide rankings relative to 
other schools.  

Conversely, non-autonomous conversion charters had the highest API scores, weighted and unweighted, 
as well as the highest rates of proficiency in ELA and math in 2010-11, but did not outpace traditional 
schools on academic growth. With high status and below-average growth, non-autonomous conversion 
charters are generally schools that were already high-performing before their conversions. They 
exemplify schools that sought some increased flexibilities in transitioning to a charter model, but 
perhaps had little need to seek dramatic increases in student performance.  

The underlying issue of what motivates some schools to pursue higher levels of autonomy than others is 
not well understood. More research is needed on this topic and CCSA is committed to helping to 
increase this base of knowledge. 
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Have demographics at conversion charters 
changed since conversion? 

Autonomous conversion charters have increased 
their enrollments of historically undeserved 
subgroups more rapidly than traditional schools.   

CCSA analyzed changes in demographics at each 
conversion charter since conversion, in a manner 
similar to the analysis of changes in academic 
performance over time described earlier. Changes 
in total enrollment, as well as enrollments of 
African Americans, Latinos, English learners, low-
income students, and students with disabilities 
were calculated by finding the difference 
between enrollments in 2010-11 and the year 
prior to conversion. These enrollment figures 
were compared to the average change in 
enrollment and demographics at traditional 
schools open during the same time. For example, 
a traditional school that converted to a charter 
school in 2006-07 would have its 2005-06 
enrollment (the year prior to conversion) 
subtracted from its 2010-11 enrollment. This 
number would be converted into a percentage to 
show the change in enrollment post-conversion 
using its original enrollment figure as a base. For 
student subgroups, the percentage of all students 
in a particular subgroup enrolled in 2005-06 
would be subtracted from the percentage 
enrolled in 2010-11. The changes in total 
enrollment and student subgroups would be 
compared to the average changes at traditional 
schools that were open from 2005-06 through 
2010-11. 

Overall, California public schools have gained 
nearly 95,000 students since the 1993-94 school 
year. This growth masks the fact that public 
schools have lost white and African American 
students as a proportion of the total student 
population. The proportion of white students has 
dropped by 16% and the proportion of African 
American students has dropped 2%. 
Simultaneously, the proportion of Latino students 
has increased by 14%. Therefore, some 
conversion charters that lost African American 
students were still counted as being above 
average in this analysis if they at least retained 
more students than traditional schools since 

The Special Case of Affiliated Charters in the Los 
Angeles Unified School District (LAUSD) 

In LAUSD, conversion charters that have opted to 
remain financially dependent on the district are 
termed “affiliated” charters. CCSA classifies all 
affiliated charters as non-autonomous. Affiliated 
charters provide a unique lens through which to 
analyze a subset of non-autonomous conversion 
charters. Although there were only 13 affiliated 
charters in 2010-11, these schools enrolled 8,288 
students, or nearly 10% of the conversion charter 
student population statewide. With six more schools 
housing over 5,000 students slated for conversion to 
affiliated status in 2011-12, this strategy has the 
potential to result in lasting impacts on school reform 
in Los Angeles and beyond.  

LAUSD’s affiliated charters in 2010-11 had a high 
average API score of 915, but enrolled far fewer Latino 
and low-income students than the district average. 
Only 19% of affiliated charter students were Latino, 
compared to 73% of district students; 20% of affiliated 
charter students were low-income compared to 76% 
of district students.  

These schools also enrolled higher percentages of 
white students and had higher average parent 
education levels than other LAUSD schools. At 
affiliated charters, more than half of students were 
white compared to 9% of district students. Their 
parents had college degrees, on average, while district 
parents had little more than high school diplomas on 
average. Geography had a role in determining 
enrollments, with the majority of affiliated charters 
located in primarily white communities. However, the 
phenomenon of certain types of schools increasingly 
seeking out affiliated status has potential 
consequences for altering the charter landscape.   

New affiliated charters in 2011-12 had performance 
and demographics that were comparable to 
preexisting affiliated charters. While these schools 
have utilized the charter model in unique ways to 
achieve some flexibilities in operations, in aggregate 
they are not contributing to the advancement of 
underserved students in the same way as autonomous 
conversions. These schools have succeeded in 
maintaining high levels of performance, but for a more 
affluent and homogenous population than exists in 
LAUSD as a whole.  

For more information on charters in LAUSD visit 
http://notebook.lausd.net/portal/page?_pageid=33,2
05131&_dad=ptl&_schema=PTL_EP. 

  

http://notebook.lausd.net/portal/page?_pageid=33,205131&_dad=ptl&_schema=PTL_EP
http://notebook.lausd.net/portal/page?_pageid=33,205131&_dad=ptl&_schema=PTL_EP
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conversion.17  

CCSA used this analysis to determine whether conversion charters had grown the number and diversity 
of students in their schools more or less rapidly than traditional schools. Traditional schools were used 
as the comparison group since their conditions approximate those at a conversion charter had it not 
converted. The CDE provided demographics data, in some cases as far back as the 1992-93 school year, a 
full year prior to the establishment of the first conversion charter schools in California. This increased 
CCSA’s ability to analyze a large sample of conversion charter schools over time, although data were not 
available in several cases. Availability of English learner data was particularly inconsistent over time and 
this is reflected in the low sample sizes in Figures 11 and 12. 

In terms of demographic changes over time, most conversion charters increased their total enrollments 
and percentages of African-American students more rapidly than traditional schools open during the 
same period (see Figure 11). However, the majority of conversion charters did not increase their 
enrollments of other underserved student groups as rapidly as traditional schools.  

That the majority of conversion charters increased their total enrollments could be the result of being 
able to recruit outside of their attendance boundaries when they have open seats available. This 
effectively increases their access to potential students, which could have led to increased enrollments if 
schools were under-enrolled prior to conversion. The change in enrollments at non-autonomous 
conversions in particular supports this finding, suggesting that some school districts may have used 
conversion as a tool to boost enrollments (see Appendix B).  Whether conversion charters are able to 
significantly increase their enrollments post-conversion through student recruitment efforts cannot be 
definitively answered at this point. This is an area that requires further research. 

Figure 11. Change in Student Demographics at Conversion Charters since Conversion Compared to Traditional 
Schools  

Enrollments 
Number of Conversion 

Charters with Data 

Number of Conversion 
Charters Outpacing 
Traditional Schools 

% of Conversion 
Charters Outpacing 
Traditional Schools 

Total Enrollment
18

 104 70 67% 

African-Americans
19

 100 63 63% 

Latinos 109 45 41% 

English Learners
20

 37 15 41% 

Low-Income Students 77 30 39% 

Students with Disabilities 63 28 44% 

 Demographics were also analyzed by grouping conversion charters according to their levels of 
autonomy. The majority of autonomous conversions showed more rapid growth in their enrollments of 
underserved populations than traditional schools (see Figure 12). This was true for enrollments of 
African American students, low-income students, English learners, and students with disabilities. Schools 
that saw the most rapid growth with these groups include: Helix High, Edison Charter Academy, Pacoima 
Charter Elementary, King/Chavez Arts Academy, and Alain Leroy Locke High. Non-autonomous 

                                                           
17

 This was determined using the CDE’s Dataquest system, available at http://data1.cde.ca.gov/dataquest/.  
18

 The sample for total enrollment size is smaller than that for Latino students due to the need to combine Animo Locke and 
King/Chavez campuses, which were split into more than one charter after conversion. The total sample size was reduced by five 
schools. 
19

 The percentage of African American students in California has dropped, on average, over the past two decades. In some 
cases, conversion charter schools were given credit in this analysis if they did not lose African American students as rapidly as 
traditional schools. 
20

 English learner data was not available in many cases. This may be due to the small sample sizes of English learners at some 
schools, which the CDE does not report to ensure student confidentiality. 

http://data1.cde.ca.gov/dataquest/
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conversions only increased their total enrollments and percentages of African American students at 
higher rates than traditional schools (Appendix B). 

Figure 12. Change in Student Demographics at Autonomous Conversion Charters since Conversion Compared to 
Traditional Schools 

Enrollments 
Number of Autonomous 

Conversion Charters 
with Data 

Number of Conversion 
Charters Outpacing 
Traditional Schools 

% of Conversion 
Charters Outpacing 
Traditional Schools 

Total Enrollment
21

 26 12 46% 
African Americans 28 17 61% 
Latinos 31 12 39% 
English Learners 10 6 60% 
Low-Income Students 22 12 55% 
Students with Disabilities 19 10 53% 

This analysis did not result in findings that were as striking as those for changes in academic 
performance since the year prior to conversion. However, the results in Figures 11 and 12 show that 
autonomy status is important when making delineations in the impacts of conversion charters. 
Autonomous conversions have not only increased academic performance with underserved students, 
but have achieved this even as the proportions of underserved subgroups increased at a higher rate 
than at traditional schools. 

How do conversion charter demographics compare to other schools?  

Overall, conversion charters enrolled lower percentages of underserved student subgroups in 2010-11 
than other schools. However, autonomous conversions enrolled higher percentages of Latinos, low-
income students, and English learners than other charters or traditional schools.  

In addition to change in demographics over time, CCSA analyzed whether there were differences in the 
demographics of conversion charters and other public schools in 2010-11. This analysis included looking 
at several underserved student subgroups: African Americans, Latinos, low-income students, English 
learners, and students with disabilities.22 23 When grouped into conversion charters, start-up charters, 
and traditional schools, there were not large differences in the percentages of students enrolled by 
subgroup in 2010-11 (see Appendix B). Notably, conversion charters enrolled lower percentages of all 
underserved student subgroups compared to start-up charters and traditional schools. 

Once split into autonomous and non-autonomous categories however, autonomous conversions 
showed higher percentages of Latino students, low-income students, and English learners than both 
start-up charters and traditional public schools (Figure 13). This highlights the different student 
populations that autonomous and non-autonomous charters serve.  

Within conversion charters, there were large differences in demographics between autonomous and 
non-autonomous schools. The proportion of low-income students at autonomous conversions was 26 
percentage points higher than the proportion at non-autonomous conversions. These findings were 

                                                           
21

 The sample size for total enrollment is smaller than that for Latino students due to the need to combine Animo Locke and 
King/Chavez campuses, which were split into more than one charter after conversion. The total sample size was reduced by five 
schools. 
22

 Low-income refers to students eligible for the Free and Reduced-Price Meals program. This data is collected as part of Title I 
reporting and was available from the 1988-89 through 2010-11 school years. Visit 
http://www.cde.ca.gov/ds/sh/cw/filesafdc.asp to access free or reduced price lunch data. 
23

 Data on African American, Latino, and total school enrollments were retrieved from the California Basic Educational Data 
System and were available from the 1993-94 through 2010-11 school years. Visit 
http://dq.cde.ca.gov/DataQuest/downloads/sifenr.asp to access ethnicity enrollment data. 

http://www.cde.ca.gov/ds/sh/cw/filesafdc.asp
http://dq.cde.ca.gov/DataQuest/downloads/sifenr.asp
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particularly striking considering that, on average, charter schools enrolled lower percentages of Latinos, 
low-income students, and English learners than did traditional schools. Autonomy status also revealed 
differences in demographics within start-up charters. Autonomous start-ups enrolled twice the 
percentage of African American and English learner students as non-autonomous start-ups. This analysis 
made it apparent that non-autonomous charters have a strong influence on the full portrait of student 
demographics at conversion and start-up charters.  

Figure 13. Demographics in 2010-11 for Conversions, Start-Ups, and Traditional Schools
24

 

 

That autonomous conversions enroll higher percentages of particular subgroups appears to be driven by 
a relatively small number of large urban schools. In particular, the strength of the findings in Figure 13 
seems to be directly tied to the impact of autonomous conversions in LAUSD. Of the conversion charters 
that enrolled the most Latinos, low-income students, and English learners, seven were located in the 
LAUSD and all were fully autonomous (Figure 14). Some of those schools serve thousands of students in 
one or more of these subgroups, boosting the enrollment of underserved students for autonomous 
conversions as a whole. This reveals the pivotal role that a small number of large conversions can have 
on influencing the charter landscape. 

Figure 14. Conversion Charters Enrolling the Most Latino Students, English Learners, and Low-Income Students in 
2010-11 

Conversion Charter Schools 
School 
District 

Autonomy 
Status 

Latino Students 
Low-Income 

Students 
English Learners 

Number Rank* Number Rank Number Rank 

Birmingham Community 
Charter High 

Los Angeles 
Unified 

Autonomous 2,053 #2 2,168 #1 1,097 #1 

Feaster (Mae L.) Charter 
Chula Vista 
Elementary 

Semi-
Autonomous 

975 #6 787 #13 459 #6 

Fenton Avenue Charter 
Los Angeles 

Unified 
Autonomous 849 #10 943 #9 560 #4 

Granada Hills Charter High 
Los Angeles 

Unified 
Autonomous 1,497 #3 1,571 #3 108 #54 

Helix High 
Grossmont 
Union High 

Autonomous 931 #7 1,278 #4 54 #27 

                                                           
24

 Numbers reflect total percentages within each group rather than average enrollments between schools. 
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Montague Charter Academy 
Los Angeles 

Unified 
Autonomous 1,069 #5 1,146 #7 432 #9 

Mueller Charter (Robert L.) 
Chula Vista 
Elementary 

Semi-
Autonomous 

904 #8 726 #14 434 #8 

Pacoima Charter Elementary 
Los Angeles 
Unified 

Autonomous 1,199 #4 1,261 #5 581 #3 

Santa Monica Boulevard 
Community Charter 

Los Angeles 
Unified 

Autonomous 867 #9 691 #15 472 #5 

Vaughn Next Century 
Learning Center 

Los Angeles 
Unified 

Autonomous 2,170 #1 2,144 #2 992 #2 

Conversion Charters Total - - 40,803 133 41,930 129 18,098 107 

*Ranking refers to the enrollment of each school compared to all conversion charters. 

These findings illustrate the importance of delineating between autonomous and non-autonomous charters. Large 
differences in the enrollments of underserved student subgroups emerged once this distinction was applied. The 
addition of the demographics analysis enriches the story of performance at conversion charters.  

In sum, autonomous conversions showed the most academic growth with underserved student subgroups and also 
enrolled higher percentages of Latinos, low-income students, and English learners in 2010-11 than traditional 
schools. Non-autonomous conversions outperformed other schools academically overall in 2010-11, but enrolled 
lower percentages of underserved students for the 
most part.  

How do conversion charters perform on 
CCSA’s accountability metrics? 

Conversion charters performed similarly to 
traditional schools on CCSA’s accountability 
metrics and were less likely to fall below CCSA’s 
minimum criteria for renewal than start-up 
charters in 2010-11. 

Although California’s Education Code currently 
sets forth minimum academic performance 
standards for charter schools to be eligible for 
renewal, CCSA created an accountability 
framework to more appropriately set forth 
performance standards for charter schools. 25 26 A 
key part of CCSA’s framework is the Similar 
Students Measure (SSM) , which was developed 
to be used in a manner comparable to the similar 
schools  ranks, but calibrated to measure charter 
school performance (see insert for more 
information).27 28  

                                                           
25

 For more information on CCSA’s accountability framework, read the 2012 Portrait of the Movement, available at 
http://www.calcharters.org/2012/02/portrait-of-the-movement-2012-report.html.  
26

 See California Education Code section 47607(b), accessible at http://www.leginfo.ca.gov/cgi-
bin/displaycode?section=edc&group=47001-48000&file=47605-47608. 
27

 See CCSA’s Technical Guide on the Percent Predicted API and SSM for more information, available at 
http://www.calcharters.org/2011/02/technical-guide-construction-of-aspp-and-ssm.html.  
28

 Numbers reflect non-ASAM schools. For more information on statewide and similar schools ranks visit  
http://www.cde.ca.gov/ta/ac/ap/glossary11b.asp.  29

 For more information on how SSM bands are determined see page 17 of 
CCSA’s 2012 Portrait of the Movement at http://www.calcharters.org/2012/02/portrait-of-the-movement-2012-report.html.  

CCSA’s Similar Students Measure (SSM) 

The SSM is used by CCSA to describe whether or not a 
school is able to outperform its predicted API score 
over the most recent three years’ worth of data. 
Predicted API scores are calculated using a regression 
analysis that includes several demographic variables 
to account for student backgrounds.  

CCSA’s methodology builds on the information 
available through the statewide and similar schools 
ranks by including only school and student 
background characteristics that are most pertinent to 
charter schools. For example, the state’s ranking 
systems do not provide ranks for schools with fewer 
than 100 students, which accounted for 209 charter 
schools (20%) in 2010-11. 

Schools are ranked on the SSM according to their 
performance on the Predicted API over three years: 
far below all years, below all years, below most years, 
within/fluctuating, above most years, above all years, 
and far above all years. Comparisons are made 
between charters and traditional schools based on 
their overall performance on Predicted API scores as 
well as on the SSM. 

http://www.calcharters.org/2012/02/portrait-of-the-movement-2012-report.html
http://www.leginfo.ca.gov/cgi-bin/displaycode?section=edc&group=47001-48000&file=47605-47608
http://www.leginfo.ca.gov/cgi-bin/displaycode?section=edc&group=47001-48000&file=47605-47608
http://www.calcharters.org/2011/02/technical-guide-construction-of-aspp-and-ssm.html
http://www.cde.ca.gov/ta/ac/ap/glossary11b.asp
http://www.calcharters.org/2012/02/portrait-of-the-movement-2012-report.html
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Performance on the SSM is determined by measuring the degree to which schools outperform or 
underperform their predicted API scores over the course of three years. Each year, schools are ranked 
according to their Percent Predicted API, which is equal to a school’s actual API score divided by its 
predicted API score. Schools that far outperform their prediction land in the top percentile on the 
Percent Predicted API (95th percentile), while those that far underperform their prediction make up the 
lowest percentile (5th percentile).  

The majority of conversion charters neither significantly outperformed nor underperformed their 
predicted API scores according to their Percent Predicted API in 2010-11. Conversion charters’ 
performance did not differ significantly from that of traditional schools, but it did differ from that of 
start-up charters. The difference between the distribution of conversion charters and start-up charters 
on the Percent Predicted API is highlighted in Figure 15. Start-up charters had a U-shaped pattern of 
performance, while conversion charters were more evenly distributed in their performance [χ2 (2, N = 
789) = 22.100, p = 0.000]. Conversion charters were therefore more likely than start-up charters to 
perform as expected compared to their predicted API scores, while start-up charters were more likely to 
far underperform or far outperform their predictions. 

Figure 15. Conversion Charters Compared to Start-Up Charters Using Percent Predicted API Results for 2010-11, 
Lowest 5

th
 and Top 95

th
 Percentiles Highlighted in Table 

 
Charter Type 5th Percentile 95th Percentile All Others Total 

Conversions 
4** 9* 112* 125 

3% 7% 90% 100% 

Start-Ups 
96 107 461 664 

14% 16% 69% 100% 

Chi Square 22.100 (df = 2, N = 789) p = 0.000 

* = p < 0.05, ** = p < 0.01, *** = p < 0.001 

The degree to which schools outperform or underperform their predicted API scores over three years 
determines their SSM ranking, or band. Each year, schools that outperform their predicted API scores by 
more than 5% are categorized as Above, while those that perform worse than 5% under their prediction 
fall into the Below category. Schools that perform better than 10% above their predictions are 
categorized as Far Above and those that perform worse than 10% below are Far Below. Other schools 
are categorized as Within/Fluctuating. Schools fall into one of seven SSM bands based on how they are 
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categorized over three years: Far Below All Years, Below All Years, Below Most Years, 
Within/Fluctuating, Above Most Years, Above All Years, and Far Above All Years.29 

Conversion charter performance on the SSM was not significantly different from traditional schools in 
2010-11. However, conversion charter schools were more likely to fall in the Within/Fluctuating 
category than start-up charters with statistical significance [χ2 (1, N = 582) = 23.133, p = 0.001]. Figure 16 
illustrates this finding. While the majority of both conversion and start-up charters were in the 
Within/Fluctuating category, the proportion of conversion charters was 25 percentage points higher. 
This finding corroborates the results shown in Figure 15, indicating that conversion charters were more 
likely to perform as expected over three years based on student backgrounds than start-up charters.  

Figure 16. Conversion and Start-Up Charter SSM Bands for 2008-09 through 2010-11 

 

Charter Type 
Far below 
all years 

Below all 
years 

Below most 
years 

Within/ 
Fluctuating 

Above most 
years 

Above 
all years 

Far above 
all years 

Total 

Conversion 
Charters 

2 3 3 79** 7 3 3 100 

2% 3% 3% 79% 7% 3% 3% 100% 

Start-Up 
Charters 

29 37 41 260 39 40 36 482 

6% 8% 9% 54% 8% 8% 7% 100% 

Chi Square 23.133 (df = 6, N = 582) p = 0.001 

The SSM is a critical component of CCSA’s minimum criteria for renewal. These are minimum standards 
that define which schools CCSA would publicly support if they were to undergo renewal in a given year. 
There are three criteria: an API score of at least 700, three-year cumulative growth on the API of at least 
50 points, and Within/Fluctuating or in any of the Above categories for two out of three years on the 
SSM. No conversion charters fell below CCSA’s minimum criteria for renewal in 2010-11, compared to 29 
start-up charters that did not meet the criteria (Figure 17). This difference was statistically significant, 
demonstrating that start-up charters were more likely to be identified by CCSA as underperforming for 
the purpose of renewal than conversion charters [χ2 (1, N = 555) = 6.400, p = 0.011]. 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
29

 For more information on how SSM bands are determined see page 17 of CCSA’s 2012 Portrait of the Movement at 
http://www.calcharters.org/2012/02/portrait-of-the-movement-2012-report.html.  

http://www.calcharters.org/2012/02/portrait-of-the-movement-2012-report.html
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Figure 17. Charters Falling below CCSA’s Minimum Criteria for Renewal in 2010-11 

Charter Schools 
Above or Below Renewal Criteria 

Total 
Above Below 

Conversion 
96 0* 96 

100% 0% 100% 

Start-Up 
430 29 459 
94% 6% 100% 

Chi Square 6.400 (df = 1, N = 555) p = 0.011 

* = p < 0.05, ** = p < 0.01, *** = p < 0.001 

Conversion charters may benefit from having a smaller sample size compared to start-up charters when 
compared on the minimum criteria for renewal. Analysis of academic performance presented earlier in 
this report indicates that conversion charters show higher levels of performance than start-up charters 
and traditional schools, well-positioning them as a group to surpass CCSA’s minimum criteria for 
renewal. The reasons behind superior performance are varied and were not fully explored in this report. 
Conversion charters may also benefit from their relatively more permanent presence in their 
communities. They may not struggle to secure a permanent facility or recruit students in the same ways 
that some start-up charters do. Several conversion charters were high performing prior to conversion, 
while start-up charters have no baseline of performance and may struggle relatively more to achieve 
those levels. This topic requires further research to fully explore the many nuances of charter school 
characteristics, governance, and performance. 
 

Are conversion charters more likely to be located in some areas than others? 

Conversion charters are disproportionately located in a small number of districts, suggesting that 
there are localized trends driving the conversion of traditional schools into charter schools. 

Conversion charter schools and their enrollments as a whole are concentrated in a few districts 
statewide. Nearly 50% of conversion charter schools and over 50% of conversion charter students were 
located in just five districts in 2010-11 (Figure 18). Two of these districts are among the five largest in 
California. None of the five districts were all-charter districts, which would have explained a large 
concentration of charter schools in one district. These findings suggest that highly localized demand for 
charter school options can lead to conversions of multiple traditional schools, even in relatively small 
school districts. What is driving the demand for charter school conversions varies by location, and more 
research is needed to determine the primary localized trends at work. 

Figure 18. School Districts with Highest Enrollments of Conversion Charter School Students 

District 
Conversion Charters Conversion Charter Students Rank in Terms 

of District 
Enrollment Number 

% of 
Conversions 

Cumulative % Number 
% of 

Students 
Cumulative % 

Los Angeles 
Unified 

23 17% 17% 25,855 30% 30% 1 

Campbell 
Union 

11 8% 35% 6,844 8% 39% 217 

Grossmont 
Union High 

2 2% 43% 4,534 5% 44% 52 

Chula Vista 
Elementary 

4 3% 44% 3,708 4% 48% 38 

San Diego 
Unified 

7 5% 47% 2,863 3% 52% 2 

Total  133 100% 100% 84,802 100% 100% - 
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Is autonomy status associated with conversion charters being located in some areas rather 
than others? 

Conversion charters are distributed by autonomy status in a pattern that differs from start-up 
charters, with autonomous conversion charters spread equally statewide, while autonomous start-up 
charters are concentrated in urban coastal regions. 

Geographic analysis was used to compare the distribution of conversion charters to start-up charters 
based on autonomy status in 2010-11. Start-up charters displayed a particular pattern in terms of 
distribution of autonomous and non-autonomous schools, shown in Figure 19. Autonomous start-up 
charters were concentrated around the urban coastal zones near San Francisco, Los Angeles, and San 
Diego. Non-autonomous start-ups were more highly concentrated in the Central Valley and near 
Sacramento. Conversion charters did not show a strong pattern of distribution by autonomy status. 
Autonomous and non-autonomous conversion charters seem to be equally likely to be located in urban 
coastal areas as they are in inland areas.  

Figure 19. Distribution of Conversion and Start-Up Charters by Autonomy Status in 2010-11 

 

Conversion charters may not reflect the same distribution as start-up charters due to their smaller 
sample size. It could also be the case that conversion charters in urban districts are more likely to be 
dependent upon their local districts, therefore making it more likely for urban areas to house non-
autonomous conversions. These schools could take advantage of a district’s ability to handle school 
operations since urban conversion charters are likely to be larger than their suburban or rural 
counterparts. Transitioning as a large school to one that is wholly independent could pose challenges to 
school staff. That a large number of autonomous start-ups are concentrated in urban areas could be the 
result of higher demand for charter options in these areas and the number of independent operators 
with high levels of autonomy, particularly Charter Management Organizations. These are questions that 
remain open to analysis and CCSA’s research is ongoing on issues related to autonomy at charter 
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schools. The distribution of conversion charter schools may change as more are added to the ranks of 
the charter school movement in coming years.  

Summary of Findings 

CCSA’s analysis of publicly available data has shown, across multiple metrics, that conversion charter 
schools exemplify high academic achievement as well as growth in achievement over time with 
historically underserved student populations. Conversion charters had higher average API scores in 
2010-11 than start-up charters or traditional schools and were more likely to have high status and 
growth on the API than start-up charters. A higher proportion of their students were proficient or above 
in ELA and math than those at start-up charters or traditional schools. Conversion charters also 
outpaced traditional schools on a number of API metrics following conversion, but there was not a 
significant change in their statewide ranks over time.  

Analyzing academic performance and demographic trends by splitting charters into groups based on 
level of autonomy produced striking trends in the analysis. A larger majority of autonomous conversions 
outpaced traditional schools on API metrics than conversion charters as a whole. While the majority of 
conversion charters did not increase their enrollments of underserved student groups as quickly as 
traditional schools did, the vast majority of autonomous conversions outpaced traditional schools in this 
regard. Autonomous conversions now enroll higher proportions of Latino students, English learners, and 
low-income students than other charters or traditional schools. Although autonomous conversions 
remain a minority compared to the numerous non-autonomous conversions across the state, CCSA 
encourages charter schools considering conversion to pursue high levels of independence. Full 
autonomy can provide the level of flexibility over governance, finances, and instruction needed to 
improve school outcomes.  

This analysis also illustrated strong performance for non-autonomous conversions. Non-autonomous 
conversions had the highest API scores for underserved student subgroups in 2010-11 compared to 
other charter schools and traditional schools. Non-autonomous conversions also had the highest overall 
percentages of students proficient and above in ELA and math. The trend of non-autonomous 
conversions having the highest academic performance and autonomous conversions showing the most 
growth and highest enrollments of underserved students is not well understood. Further research is 
needed to determine what characteristics of autonomy and of converting to a charter interact to 
produce these results. 

CCSA upholds a strong commitment to accountability at charter schools. It is noteworthy that no 
conversion charters fell below CCSA’s minimum criteria for renewal in 2010-11, whereas 29 start-up 
charters failed to meet this bar. This is consistent with the story of performance presented throughout 
this report. CCSA will continue to conduct original research on charter school performance and 
demographics, seeking to further explore how charter schools are providing educational alternatives 
that lead to these impressive school-level outcomes. 
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Appendix A: CCSA’s Definition of Autonomy  

 

Autonomous charter schools appoint a majority of their board of directors, do not use their authorizing 
districts’ collective bargaining agreements, and are directly funded through the state, regardless of 
nonprofit status. 

Semi-Autonomous charter schools appoint a majority of their board of directors, are incorporated as 
501(c)3 nonprofits, and either: 

 Use their authorizing districts’ collective bargaining agreements, or  

 Are indirectly funded through their local districts. 

Non-Autonomous charter schools either:  

 Allow their authorizing districts to appoint the majority of their board of directors,  

 Appoint the majority of their board of directors, are not incorporated as 501(c)3 nonprofits, use 
their authorizing districts’ collective bargaining agreements, and are indirectly funded through their 
local districts, or  

 Appoint the majority of their board of directors, are not incorporated as 501(c)3 nonprofits, and do 
not use their authorizing districts’ collective bargaining agreements, but are indirectly funded 
through their local districts.     
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Appendix B: Additional Tables and Analyses on Conversion Charter Characteristics, 
Performance, and Demographics 

 

School Characteristics 

List of Alternative Schools Accountability Model (ASAM) Conversion Charter Schools 

School Name District Charter Age in 2011-12 

Charter Community School Home Study Academy El Dorado County Office of Education 19 

Rite of Passage El Dorado County Office of Education 18 

San Joaquin Valley Charter Parlier Unified 2 

Phoenix Academy Marin County Office of Education 17 

Charter Alternatives Academy Visalia Unified 13 

West Park Charter Academy West Park Elementary 18 

 

List of Charter Districts as of 2011-12 

Charter District Number of Schools 
Ackerman Elementary 1 

Alvina Elementary 1 

Hickman Community Charter 3 

Island Union Elementary 1 

Jacoby Creek Elementary 1 

Kings River-Hardwick Union Elementary 1 

Kingsburg Elementary Charter 7 

Pioneer Union Elementary 8 

Total 23 

 

Breakdown of Conversion Charters, Start-Up Charters, and Traditional Schools by Grade Levels in 2010-11 

Charter Type 
Grade Level 2010-11 

Total 
Elementary Middle High 

Conversion 
72% 14% 14% 100% 

96* 18 19 133 

Start-Up 
48% 14% 38% 100% 

349*** 103 273*** 725 

Traditional Schools 
66% 16% 18% 100% 

5,433 1,262 1,298*** 7,993 

Chi Square 212.219 (df  = 4, n = 8,851) p = .000 

* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001 
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Academic Performance 

 

Highest and Lowest Academic Growth at Autonomous Conversion Charters since Conversion 

Metric 
Average 
Growth 

Highest Change Lowest Change 

API Growth +97 
Pacoima Charter 
Elementary 

+238 
Nestor Language Academy 
Charter 

-19 

African American API 
Growth 

+77 

Animo Locke Charter 
High School #3 

+130 
Animo Locke Charter High 
School #2 

+36 

Cox Academy +130 
  

Latino API Growth +118 
Pacoima Charter 
Elementary 

+239 
Cecil Avenue Math and 
Science Academy 

+14 

English Learner API Growth +123 Cox Academy +233 
Smythe Academy of Arts 
and Sciences 

+58 

Socio-Disadvantaged API 
Growth 

+88 
Pacoima Charter 
Elementary 

+209 Alain Leroy Locke High +13 

Students with Disabilities 
API Growth 

+29 Steele Canyon High +68 
Birmingham Community 
Charter High 

-10 

ELA +17% 
King/Chavez Primary 
Academy 

+55% Alain Leroy Locke High -14% 

Math +25% 
King/Chavez Primary 
Academy 

+71% Alain Leroy Locke High -8% 

 

Highest and Lowest Academic Growth at Non-Autonomous Conversion Charters since Conversion 

Metric 
Average 
Growth 

Highest Change Lowest Change 

API Growth +62 Sixth Street Prep +340 
Spring Creek Matanzas 
Charter 

-62 

African American API 
Growth 

-5 

City Honors College 
Preparatory Charter 

-5 
City Honors College 
Preparatory Charter 

-5 

Community Magnet Charter 
Elementary 

-5 
Community Magnet 
Charter Elementary 

-5 

Latino API Growth +54 
Emerson Parkside Academy 
Charter 

+245 
Fairmont Charter 
Elementary 

-45 

English Learner API 
Growth 

+32 Monroe Middle +102 
Fairmont Charter 
Elementary 

-25 

Socio-Disadvantaged 
API Growth 

+49 
Emerson Parkside Academy 
Charter 

+222 
Spring Creek Matanzas 
Charter 

-58 

Students with 
Disabilities API Growth 

+48 Monroe Middle +102 
Whited Elementary 
Charter 

-6 

ELA +7% El Rancho Charter +31% 
Spring Creek Matanzas 
Charter 

-15% 

Math +8% William Finch +36% 
Spring Creek Matanzas 
Charter 

-15% 
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Academic Growth at State-Funded Conversion Charters since Conversion Compared to Traditional Schools 

Academic Performance Metric 
Number of State-

Funded Conversion 
Charters with Data 

Number of Conversion 
Charters Outpacing 
Traditional Schools 

% of Conversion 
Charters Outpacing 
Traditional Schools 

API Growth 22 18 82% 

African American API Growth 5 5 100% 

Latino API Growth 11 10 91% 

English Learner API Growth 6 6 100% 

Socio-Disadvantaged API Growth 10 9 90% 

Students with Disabilities API Growth 2 1 50% 

ELA 19 13 68% 

Math 19 15 79% 

 

Academic Growth at District-Funded Conversion Charters since Conversion Compared to Traditional Schools 

Academic Performance Metric 
Number of District-
Funded Conversion 
Charters with Data 

Number of Conversion 
Charters Outpacing 
Traditional Schools 

% of Conversion 
Charters Outpacing 
Traditional Schools 

API Growth 58 28 48% 

African American API Growth 2 0 0% 

Latino API Growth 34 17 50% 

English Learner API Growth 17 8 47% 

Socio-Disadvantaged API Growth 35 17 49% 

Students with Disabilities API Growth 2 1 50% 

ELA 43 22 51% 

Math 43 21 49% 

 

Percentages of Students Proficient and Above in ELA and Math at Conversion Charters, Start-Up Charters, and 
Traditional schools in 2010-11 

AYP Metric Conversions Start-Ups Traditional 

ELA % Proficient and Above 62% 59% 57% 
N  129 676 7,664 

Math % Proficient and Above 66% 54% 60% 
N  129 677 7,663 
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Unweighted API scores across Conversion Charters, Start-Up Charters, and Traditional Schools in 2010-11 

API Growth Scores 2010-11 Conversions Start-Ups Traditional 

API 821*** 770*** 796*** 
N  127 677 7,690 

African American API 775** 730** 745** 
N  63 308 4,056 

Latino API 783*** 751*** 765*** 
N  123 567 7,375 

Socioeconomically Disadvantaged 
API 

771*** 744*** 760*** 

N  115 585 7,314 

English Learners API 760*** 723*** 749*** 
N  107 412 6,909 

Students With Disabilities API 655 602 635 
N  113 411 7,119 

* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001 

 

Unweighted API Scores for Conversion Charters and Start-Up Charters by Autonomy Status in 2010-11 

Demographics 2010-11 
Conversion Charters Start-Up Charters 

Autonomous Non-Autonomous Autonomous Non-Autonomous 

API 777 838 769 768 
N  36 83 532 125 

African American API 696 812 731 728 
N  20 39 275 31 

Latino API 751 795 752 740 
N  35 80 464 87 

Socioeconomically 
Disadvantaged API 

746 778 745 737 

N  31 76 467 103 

English Learners API 730 773 725 699 
N  32 69 346 57 

Students With Disabilities 
API 

609 673 599 615 

N  32 73 347 55 

* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001 

 

Percentages of Students Proficient and Above in ELA and Math at Conversion Charters and Start-Up Charters by 
Autonomy Status in 2010-11 

AYP Metric 
Conversion Charters Start-Up Charters 

Autonomous Non-Autonomous Autonomous Non-Autonomous 

ELA % Proficient and 
Above 

54% 65% 58% 64% 

N  38 83 537 121 

Math % Proficient and 
Above 

61% 68% 54% 57% 

N  83 83 538 121 
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Demographics 

 

Highest and Lowest Demographic Growth at Autonomous Conversion Charters since Conversion 

Metric Average Growth Highest Change Lowest Change 

Total Enrollment* +129% Long Valley Charter +433% Cox Academy -42% 

African American -5% Helix High +5% Cox Academy -26% 

Latino +7% 
Edison Charter 
Academy 

+34% Nord Country -24% 

English Learners +27% 
Pacoima Charter 
Elementary 

+70% Alain Leroy Locke High -15% 

Free/Reduced Price 
Lunch 

+10% 
King/Chavez Arts 
Academy 

+41% 
Santa Monica Boulevard 
Community Charter 

-23% 

Students with 
Disabilities 

+1% 

Alain Leroy Locke 
High 

+8% 
Meadows Arts and Technology 
Elementary 

-18% 

Farnham Charter +8%     

Keiller Leadership 
Academy 

+8%     

*Measured as a change in terms of percentage of 2010-11 enrollment divided by enrollment in the year prior to conversion. 

 

Change in Demographics at Non-Autonomous Conversion Charters since Conversion Compared to Traditional 
Schools  

Enrollments 
Number of Non-

Autonomous Conversion 
Charters with Data 

Number of Conversion 
Charters Outpacing 
Traditional Schools 

% of Conversion 
Charters Outpacing 
Traditional Schools 

Total Enrollment 73 52 71% 
African Americans 67 43 64% 
Latinos 73 28 38% 
English Learners 27 9 33% 
Low-Income Students 54 17 31% 
Students with Disabilities 42 17 40% 

 

Highest and Lowest Demographic Growth at Non-Autonomous Conversion Charters since Conversion 

Metric Average Growth Highest Change Lowest Change 

Total Enrollment* +120% 
Dunlap Leadership 
Academy 

+277% Washington Elementary -37% 

African Americans -1% Pittman Charter +5% 
Emerson Parkside Academy 
Charter 

-12% 

Latinos +6% Ida Jew Academies +62% Palisades Charter Elementary -19% 

English Learners +6% Cox Academy +55% Cielo Vista Charter -9% 

Low-Income 
Students 

+3% William Finch +37% Grayson Charter -51% 

Students with 
Disabilities 

+0% 
Twin Hills Charter 
Middle 

+14% 
Spring Creek Matanzas 
Charter 

-6% 

   
 

Smythe Academy of Arts and 
Sciences 

-6% 

*Measured as a change in terms of percentage of 2010-11 enrollment divided by enrollment in the year prior to conversion. 
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Change in Demographics at State-Funded Conversion Charters since Conversion Compared to Traditional Schools  

Enrollments 
Number of State-Funded 

Conversion Charters 
with Data 

Number of Conversion Charters 
Outpacing Traditional Schools 

% of Conversion Charters 
Outpacing Traditional 

Schools 

Total Enrollment* 28 16 57% 

African American 31 16 52% 

Latino 33 15 45% 

English Learners 10 6 60% 

Free/Reduced Price Lunch 20 13 65% 

Free Lunch 33 15 45% 

Students with Disabilities 19 8 42% 

 

Change in Demographics at District-Funded Conversion Charters since Conversion Compared to Traditional Schools  

Enrollments 
Number of District-
Funded Conversion 
Charters with Data 

Number of Conversion Charters 
Outpacing Traditional Schools 

% of Conversion Charters 
Outpacing Traditional 

Schools 

Total Enrollment* 76 54 71% 
African American 69 46 67% 
Latino 76 30 39% 
English Learners 27 9 33% 
Free/Reduced Price Lunch 57 17 30% 
Free Lunch 80 18 23% 
Students with Disabilities 44 20 45% 

 

Enrollments of Subgroups across Conversion Charters, Start-Up Charters, and Traditional Schools in 2010-11 

Enrollment Subgroups Conversions Start-Ups Traditional 

African Americans 7% 12% 6% 
N  133 676 7,664 

Latinos    48% 42% 52% 
N  133 676 7,664 

Low-Income Students 50% 59% 57% 
N  129 604 7,985 

English Learners 30% 24% 33% 
N  127 677 7,690 

Students with Disabilities  9% 7% 11% 
N  133 725 7,690 
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Appendix C. Additional Findings from the Geographic Analysis 

 

How do conversion charters perform in urban, suburban, and rural areas?  

Conversion charters in urban areas enrolled higher percentages of historically underserved students, 
while conversion charters in suburban areas demonstrated the highest academic performance in 
2010-11. 

When split by geographic designations, conversion charters showed a dichotomy between high levels of 
academic performance in suburban areas and high levels of academic growth in urban areas. Urban 
conversions had the highest enrollments of underserved student groups (African American, Latino, 
English learners, and low-income students) and showed the most growth in terms of API scores for 
those groups. Suburban conversions had the highest overall performance for the same API student 
subgroups, ELA proficiency rates, and math proficiency rates in 2010-11. 

What are the characteristics of all-charter school districts?  

Of the conversion charters that are part of the eight charter districts in California, most were located 
in rural areas. 

Several rural and suburban school districts across California have become charter districts in order to 
achieve greater autonomy and potentially attract enrollment beyond district boundaries. There were 
eight charter districts in California in 2011-12: Ackerman Elementary, Alvina Elementary, Hickman 
Community Charter, Island Union Elementary, Jacoby Creek Elementary, Kings River-Hardwick Union 
Elementary, Kingsburg Elementary Charter, and Pioneer Union Elementary. Charter schools in these 
districts tended to be rural compared to other conversion charters [χ2 (1, N = 138) = 5.433, p = .020] and 
had high levels of academic performance. The majority of conversion charters in all-charter districts, 12 
out of 15, had API scores of over 800.  

 



 
 

Spring 2012 

 

32   
 

Appendix D: Analyses of Conversion Charter Maturity and Predictive Analysis of Conversions 

 

What is the relationship between conversion charter maturity and a school’s performance or 
demographics over time?  

There were no significant findings related to the number of years since conversion and changes in 
academic performance or demographics. 

Conversion charter age did not seem to have a close association with changes in academic performance 
or demographics over time. Most findings were mixed or split in terms of charter age. Academic 
performance data was only available as far back as 2000-01, whereas some of the highest performing 
conversion charters started in the early and mid-1990s. English learner data was only available from 
2000-01 onwards and students with disabilities data was available from 2002-03. Therefore, the 
comparison groups may have been too small to perform a robust analysis. 

What are the most common reasons that traditional schools undergo charter school 
conversion?  

There were no strong indications that conversion schools shared any academic performance or 
demographic characteristics prior to conversion. A limited review of news articles and other public 
documents related to conversion charters showed that most school leaders explicitly sought flexibility 
in curriculum and financial operations. 

Performance and demographics did not appear to have a strong predictive effect on whether or not a 
traditional school converted to a charter school. Unfortunately, there was not a large amount of data 
available with which to analyze this topic. Program Improvement (PI) status, statewide ranks, similar 
schools ranks, and qualitative sources such as news articles and documents from school board meetings 
were used to perform this analysis. Of the 55 conversions for which there was data available, it was 
actually more likely for conversions to have never been in PI status when compared to traditional public 
schools, although these findings were not statistically significant. From news articles and other 
documents available, it was apparent that the majority of school leaders and staff members that 
initiated conversions were seeking increased flexibility with curriculum offerings and autonomy over, as 
well as improved access to, financial resources. 

 

 


