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Part One: The California Charter School Movement is Improving 

When the California Charter Schools Association (CCSA) released the first Portrait of the Movement in 

February 2011, we presented an image that highlighted both the inspiring promise and the daunting 

challenge that existed within the charter school 

movement as it prepared to conclude its second 

decade.  The image was “The Shape of the U,” a 

graph depicting a distribution of academic 

performance for charter schools showing that in 

the 2007-08 school year, controlling for 

demographics of students served, approximately 

21% of California charter schools were 

performing in the bottom tenth of all public 

schools in the state, with another 21% in the top 

tenth, and strikingly few “in the middle.” 1  The 

image resonated with many in our movement 

because it crystalized what many knew intuitively to be the case and what emerging research was just 

beginning to bring to light: the fact that, while the charter school movement had evolved over nearly 

twenty years to produce a strikingly large number of schools generating far higher levels of student 

learning than was found anywhere else in the public school landscape, at the same time the charter 

school movement was creating a simply unacceptable number of persistently underperforming schools.  

We believe the image also resonated because it highlighted another sobering reality that many 

recognized within our movement at that moment: the sad fact that no one seemed to be acting with 

resolve to do anything about it.   

As such, we hoped that the publishing of our first Portrait of the Movement document would be a wake-

up call for the charter school movement, one that would lead to greater discussion about how to muster 

the collective courage needed to address the charter school movement’s most fundamental 

shortcoming.  In short, we hoped our publication would provoke a greater sense of urgency among 

many in the charter school movement to begin “shifting our U into a J.” 

Since the publication of CCSA’s first “Portrait of 

the Movement” report, it has become clear that 

many within California and across the nation did in 

fact hear the wake-up call and took action.  Those 

efforts have initiated a course correction that has 

led to substantial – and statistically significant – 

progress being made to improve the overall 

performance of charter schools relative to the 

traditional public school system.  Today, just five 

years since we first presented “The Shape of the 

U,” we see that California has reduced by 

                                                           
1 CCSA’s Similar Students Measure (SSM) assesses school performance while filtering out many non-school effects 
on student achievement. The measure compares a school’s Academic Performance Index (API) to a predicted API 
that controls for the effects of student background on performance, resulting in a metric called Percent Predicted 
API. Analyses exclude schools that are ASAM, Alternative, or have fewer than 50 test-takers included in their API. 

Figure 1: Number of California Charter Schools, 2007-08 
Distribution on Percent Predicted API (n=561) 

 

 

Figure 2: Number of California Charter Schools, 2012-13 
Distribution on Percent Predicted API (n=890) 
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approximately one third the percentage of charter schools performing in the bottom tenth, and has held 

nearly constant the large percentage of charters in the top tenth. 

Is this good enough? Absolutely not.  Have we made enough progress to declare, “mission 

accomplished?”  Far from it. We still have too many persistently underperforming charter schools in 

California and the nation. But we think it essential that our movement and the broader public recognize 

the progress that has been made both to celebrate and to provide evidence to remaining skeptics that 

such progress is in fact possible.   

Think of the broader trends that 

were in play in California as this 

progress was being made.  The 

charter school sector was by far 

the largest in the nation and was 

experiencing a period of 

unprecedented growth, with 

charter school enrollment 

growing from approximately 

285,000 students in 2008-09 to 

471,000 students in 2012-13.  At 

the same time, California was 

experiencing one of the most 

severe funding crises to hit public education in generations, and that funding crisis disproportionately 

affected California’s charter schools.  If such pronounced academic strengthening can occur in a sector 

as big as California’s, during a time of growth as explosive as California’s, and during a period of funding 

crisis as severe as California’s, then in our estimation similar academic strengthening can happen just 

about anywhere. Considered from its proper perspective, we believe that the academic progress in the 

California charter sector during the past five years is reason for great optimism.  

Figure 4: California Charter Schools, Percentage in the Top and Bottom Quartiles of the Statewide Distribution2 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

As the table and graphs above demonstrate, not only have we seen a significant reduction in the 
percentage of charter schools performing in the bottom tenth, but we have also seen consistent 
improvement throughout the distribution of performance. This occurred most notably in a reduction of 
over nine percent of schools performing in the bottom quartile and an increase of nearly five percent of 
schools performing in top quartile. These trends are leading to tens of thousands of students being 
educated in better performing schools than just five years ago. 
 

                                                           
2 Statistical significance for the five-year changes in Figure 4 are cited in Figure 9. 

 

 

Figure 3: Percentage of California Charters on Percent Predicted API 

 



Page | 4  

 

Fortunately, these recent performance improvements in the overall charter school sector are enabling 
us to direct greater attention again to what has historically been among the most compelling 
contributions of charter schools: the unprecedented success that charter schools are having with low-
income students and other historically underserved student populations.  
 
Students at charter schools serving low-income populations are far more likely than their traditional 
public school counterparts to be educated in a school that is among the top five or ten percent of all 
public schools statewide.3  More than half of the students (52%) attending charters that serve a majority 
of high poverty population attend charter schools that are in the top quartile of all public schools 
statewide (vs. only 26% of similar students attending traditional public schools). These trends are 

consistent 
over the 
past five 
years (as 
shown in 
the table 
below). 
Together, 
these 
78,000 
charter 
school 
students 
(those 
enrolled in 
top 

quartile charters) would make up the fourth largest school district in California and the 42nd largest 
school district in the nation.4   
 

 
Moreover, charter school outperformance with historically disadvantaged populations is not limited to 
low income students alone. These strong, “J-shaped” performance trends are evident with other 
minority student groups as well. More than a quarter of all English learners, African-American, and 
Latino charter students attend charter schools that are among the most outperforming public schools in 
California. In fact, students at charter schools serving a majority of historically disadvantaged students 
are likely to be among the most outperforming schools in the state (three times more likely to be in the 

                                                           
3 Defined as schools where at least 50% of all test takers included in the 2013 API are FRPM-eligible (“meals” 
variable from 2013 Growth API Data File). 
4 National district size data from http://proximityone.com/lgsd.htm, retrieved 7/3/14. 
5 Note that this total represents all schools with 50+ test scores; it excludes ASAM and small schools. Also, 
statistical significance testing was not conducted with API data weighted by number of students. 

# Students Bottom 5% Bottom 10% Bottom 25% Top 25% Top 10% Top 5% Total5 

Charter Schools 
2007-08 

% 7.54% 9.98% 19.76% 51.19% 38.04% 28.43% 100% 

# 4,745 6,281 12,437 32,228 23,949 17,900 62,954 

Charter Schools 
2012-13 

% 6.27% 11.25% 18.36% 51.69% 32.30% 23.31% 100% 

# 9,533 17,114 27,928 78,606 49,115 35,453 152,077 

Traditional Public 
Schools 2012-13 

% 4.83% 10.46% 27.64% 26.19% 10.10% 4.08% 100% 

# 120,026 259,700 686,279 650,193 250,759 101,373 2,482,704 

 

Figure 5: Number of Students Enrolled in California Charter Schools Serving a Majority of Low-

Income Students and These Schools’ Distribution on Percent Predicted API, 2007-08 vs. 2012-13 

http://proximityone.com/lgsd.htm
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top tenth percentile and five-to-six times more likely to be in the top fifth percentile). See Appendix B 
for more details.  
 
Perhaps most gratifying is the fact that the performance trends that CCSA has been highlighting over the 
past five years are now being confirmed by other researchers as well.  Two of CCSA’s key findings: (1) 
that the California charter sector is strengthening over time, and (2) that California charter schools are 
outperforming with historically disadvantaged student populations, are trends documented in a 2014 
report by the Center for Research on Education Outcomes (“CREDO”) at Stanford University.  Though 
CREDO uses a very different methodology than CCSA, one focusing on comparing the performance of 
students enrolled in charter schools with the performance of “virtual twins” enrolled in traditional 
district schools, CREDO’s study found that African-American students, students in poverty, and English-
language learners received significantly more days of learning in both reading and math each year in 
California charters than did their peers in traditional public schools.   
 
As shown in Figure 6, the CREDO study also provides evidence that the California charter school 
movement is strengthening in the same years that CCSA shows progress to have occurred. From our 
perspective, the point of greatest difference that exists between CREDO’s study and our research is that 
CREDO only looks at performance through the 2010-11 school year, while CCSA’s research includes two 
additional years of data; years that our research shows to be among the years of greatest progress for 
California charter schools.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Leaving aside the various analytical methodologies used by CCSA and CREDO, even the crudest of 
measuring sticks – median Academic Performance Index (API) scores – show that something rather 
profound is happening with California’s charter school sector.  Figure 7 shows that California’s charter 
schools have gone from having a median API score that was 29 points lower than traditional public 
schools five years ago to a median score that is three points higher today.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6: Impact by Growth Period, 2007-2011, CREDO. Charter School Performance in California (2014) 
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Again, is this good enough?  Have charter schools made all the progress that should be expected of them?  
Not hardly.  But inarguably California’s charter school sector has strengthened. This report is a story about 
what has happened over the past five years, why it has happened, and what we can do to keep things moving 
in a positive direction. It is a story of collective response, as we see that the strengthening that has happened 
in California’s charter schools has not come from any one type of school, but has been driven by nearly every 
category of school improving its overall performance. It is also a story of collective courage, as it involves 
leaders from many different kinds of charter schools from across California coming together to create 
minimum performance expectations and enforcement provisions which undoubtedly helped move the 
overall sector in a positive direction.  And, it is a story of hope – not just the hope that it is in fact possible to 
improve performance across a sector as vast as California’s, but the hope born of a recognition that the 
positive trends highlighted in this report appear likely to continue and perhaps accelerate in the years to 
come if we maintain our collective commitment to improve charter school performance. 

 
Perhaps most importantly, it is a story that emerges at a high-stakes moment.  Nationally, we are going 
through a once-in-a-generation shift in our public school accountability systems. It features the sun-setting of 
an old approach based upon a patchwork of state-specific assessments and the emergence of a new 
approach based upon tests adopted by broad coalitions of states formed around the Common Core.  Age-old 
opponents of almost all forms of school accountability see a moment of unique opportunity and are pivoting 
to discredit the new system before it can even be put into place so as to eliminate from the public school 
landscape the data needed to evaluate school performance and hold adults accountable for results.  
 
Whether the opponents of data and accountability will prevail is still very much unknown, but what is certain 
is that, for the first time in decades, many states, California among them, have no reliable school 
performance data upon which to evaluate schools.  As such, this is a moment of particular vulnerability for 
our movement.  How does a movement predicated upon the fact that we will generate better results than is 
available within the traditional public school system continue to thrive in an environment where it is no 
longer possible to even demonstrate those results? 
 
Opponents of data and accountability base their arguments on the perception that growing numbers of 
parents are opposed to standardized tests and school accountability and want to return to an era when no 
one knew how schools were performing, especially with historically underserved groups of students. But the 
evidence coming out of California’s charter schools over the past five years argues exactly the opposite. 
Charter school enrollment growth, waiting lists, and polling data all suggest the public has never been more 

supportive of charter schools than they are right now.6 This growth in support happened during a period 
when charter schools have been held more accountable than traditional public schools, and have 
strengthened their performance as measured by results on standardized tests, especially with historically 
underserved students. 
 

                                                           
6 See “Key Characteristics” section for enrollment and Appendix B for polling and wait list details. 

Year Traditional 
Public School 
Median API 

Median 
Charter 

School API 

Gap (Charter 
minus 

Traditional) 

2007-08 766 737 -29 

2008-09 781 761 -20 

2009-10 790 778 -13 

2010-11 798 791 -7 

2011-12 805 800 -5 

2012-13 801 804 3 
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Figure 7: Median API Scores in CA Charter and Traditional Public Schools Over Five Years 
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Part Two: How and Why Did These Results Come About? 
 

The Broader Landscape 
So the next question becomes, how did these results come about?  Of course, offering any answer to 
that question requires some degree of speculation.  But our unique place in the charter school 
landscape over the past five years has allowed us to see things that many others might not have the 
opportunity to see. 
 
First we have to acknowledge that many closures happened for reasons having nothing to do with CCSA.  
The state budget crisis led many weaker organizations to close.  Often there was a correlation between 
low academic performance and financial problems at the school site.  With budgets so tight, just a few 
parents leaving a school for academic performance reasons can trigger further budgetary problems that 
lead to a spiraling effect often resulting in school closure.  As such, while many school closures 
ostensibly occurred for non-academic reasons, closer analysis of each situation often reveals that 
academic shortcomings were at the heart of these schools’ demise. 
 

The Role of the California Charter Schools Association & Its Academic Accountability Framework 
As far as our role goes, first, we recognized that the mixed performance of the charter school sector was 
(and still is) a huge problem for our movement, perhaps the greatest threat that charter schools face, 
and one that few have been willing to tackle with the urgency that we think is needed. Secondly, we 
hypothesized that the charter school sector is highly sensitive to the presence of perceived meaningful 
accountability.  If schools sense that there is little if any meaningful accountability in place for results, 
we believed we would see a rapid decline in quality.  And if schools sense that there is in fact meaningful 
accountability in place, we theorized schools would respond quickly and improve their results so as to 
ensure the viability of their respective organizations. 
 
With that in mind, we set about attempting to insert into the charter school landscape in California as 
much accountability for results that could be created by an organization such as CCSA. To do so, we first 
focused on the need to define unacceptably low levels of performance.  That means, that we did not 
attempt to define what constitutes quality.  This is important.  We observe in our movement that many 
others attempt to start their accountability efforts by defining quality.  This, in our view, is exactly the 
wrong thing to do.  The reason is that it is incredibly difficult, if not impossible, to create a definition of 
quality that will apply to the variety of schools that exist within most charter school sectors.   Imagine, 
using our well-known CMOs as a lens for a moment, attempting to find a single definition that would say 
that the schools of KIPP, High Tech High, Aspire, and Green Dot are all quality schools?  We believe such 
a definition simply doesn’t exist.  
 
Meanwhile, defining unacceptably low levels of performance is far easier.  Could we come up with a 

single measure for all those schools that nearly all of them would agree would identify a level of 

performance that is unacceptably low?  While it is difficult, and you have to do the work very carefully, 

our experience leads us to conclude that such a definition in fact can be made.  This is why we 

encourage all within our sector nationally to first focus efforts on identifying the low bar. 

Secondly, we left aside the issue of what to do with the subset of California charter schools that are 

serving truly alternative student populations.  This is another challenge we see holding back 

accountability efforts elsewhere across the nation.  What to do with those schools that are working 

almost exclusively with incarcerated youth, those who have dropped out, students who are in foster 

care or homeless, or many other special populations?  Plain and simply, we think these schools should 

have their own accountability systems, and that it is counter-productive to labor to find a single 

accountability system that is sophisticated enough to include these schools as well.  Fortunately, in 
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California, we have the Alternative School Assessment Model (ASAM), and those charter schools that 

are identified as ASAM schools are waived from our accountability framework. We would encourage 

other states to do the same. 

Next, we went about bringing in leaders from a variety of different charter school types to drive the 

definition of minimum academic performance standards.  At CCSA, we were fortunate to have our 

Member Council, representatives of virtually all school regions and school types in the state.  They were 

the leaders and champions of this effort.  They also served as a critical cross-check, ensuring that the 

accountability framework we were designing did not punish any specific type of charter school or 

pedagogical approach (such as dual immersion schools, nonclassroom-based schools, or schools serving 

high percentages of historically underserved students). 

Working with our Member Council, we developed an accountability framework that takes into account 
1) academic status (as measured by schools’ nominal API score), 2) academic growth over three years, 
and 3) a control for how schools are doing given the demographic of students they are serving (the 
Similar Students Measure). We recommend that a framework include a two-step process. First, we rely 
on our three-pronged criteria as a bar for minimum performance drawn purely from publically available 
data and based upon how schools have performed on the framework. This serves as a filtering 
mechanism. Second, schools that fall below this minimum bar should have the benefit of a deeper 
“second look” process where they may provide a variety of other academic performance data that might 
show growth or success that is not picked up by a state’s accountability system. 
 
We then had an extensive period of piloting, communication, engagement, and roll-out.  The framework 
was tested for two years, including extensive peer review with technical experts and engagement with 
the CCSA member schools. We also engaged in the activities described below.  
 

CCSA publicized the problem of underperforming charter schools in California 
Publicizing Performance 
In January of 2011, CCSA released its first annual “Portrait of the Movement” publication showing the 
performance of all California charter schools and identifying performance trends within the sector.  
Rather than comparing averages as many studies had done before, this research revealed that charter 
schools had higher concentrations of schools at both ends of the performance spectrum (a U-shape). 
The report received national recognition, including the Award for Excellence in Advancing Knowledge 
from the National Alliance of Charter School Authorizers. CCSA has continued to release a Portrait of the 
Movement report annually. 
 
Also in 2011, CCSA completed a deep dive study into the 60 lowest performing charter schools in 
California to ensure the validity and reliability of our metrics and also to engage schools in dialogue 
about which kinds of supports would be most helpful. This study also served as a useful mechanism to 
cross check the validity of new proposed quantitative measures with qualitative data gathered during 
these extensive school visits statewide.7 
 
Empowering Parents and the Public with Better Data 
To ensure key charter school stakeholders, such as parents and elected officials, understood the range 
of performance in charter schools, CCSA launched a dedicated website with public data files showing 
performance of all schools. In addition to individual school and school comparison reports, CCSA also 
created regional reports and interactive maps showing school academic outcomes. 
 
Holding up a Mirror to Schools and Categories of Schools 

                                                           
7 Ibid. 
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CCSA also engaged directly with school leaders and charter school authorizers to discuss performance. 
At regional meetings across the state and at other in-person gatherings and through online webinars 
and other virtual meetings, we gathered feedback and input from our members. We also provided early 
warning and support. The framework was tested for two years, including extensive peer review with 
technical experts and engagement with the CCSA member schools. 
 
Every year since 2010, CCSA has issued academic accountability report cards to all charter schools to 
provide transparency and early warning, as well as to guide support conversations with struggling 
schools. We did this on a pilot basis for a year even before finalizing our framework, to ensure schools 
would have adequate time to get used to and respond to the minimum academic accountability criteria. 
We also developed “charter school attribute reports” that illuminated performance among different 
types of charter schools (for example the performance of classroom-based compared to nonclassroom-
based charter schools). 
 
Media Strategies 
CCSA also leveraged a long-standing media campaign to raise awareness about the need for improved 
accountability systems for charter schools. This has included publications and news releases on a CCSA 
web page dedicated to accountability, videos highlighting charter school leaders’ commitment to and 
call for higher standards, op-eds, and targeted social media, online, and broadcast media. As we 
encountered misinformation and myths about charter schools in general as well as their academic 
performance, we constantly and proactively sought opportunities with targeted populations and specific 
milestones to tell the charter movement story as a whole and to empower members and their 
supporters to tell their individual school and family stories. 
 
Annual Call for Non-renewal and Non-replication of Underperforming Schools 
Finally, when we had properly set the stage, we went forward with a call for closure of schools below 
our minimum academic accountability criteria. We also advocated that authorizers deny 
underperforming charter schools’ plans for replication until such time as they have improved the 
performance of their flagship school.  And we did so publically. We have publically called for the closure 
of charter schools in renewal below our minimum criteria since December of 2011. And nearly half of 
the schools whose closure we called for were actually closed down. This has accounted for only a small 
percentage of the closures in the state.  But it has helped create an environment where dynamics are 
more tipped toward the non-renewal of underperforming schools.  
 
Meanwhile, parallel to these efforts, we have worked to assist with the closure of many other schools 
that were low performing but which were not officially on our list at the moment of closure.  We have 
seen, for example, that schools that were included on a list one year but not denied renewal, were 
closed in subsequent years.  We have also seen an encouraging number of voluntary closures. In the 
process of doing this work, we have constantly reiterated that we believe that a significant number of 
closures happening is a sign of a healthy charter school sector, and we have attempted to avoid any 
undue criticism of operators of schools that have missed our bar.  We think this is important.  Often we 
are asked if we revoke the membership of schools whose closure we are calling for.  And our answer is 
always no.  We want to be there to assist school communities – students, parents, school employees 
and others – through the difficult process of school closure.  Do schools sometimes get mad at us and 
refuse our help?  Absolutely, and this is understandable.  But over time, we think the general posture 
that we are taking is contributing to a broader comfort level with public schools actually being held 
accountable.  Think about it: in the past five years, to repeat, 143 charter schools have closed, and 
virtually no one is paying any attention to it.  It wasn’t so long ago that people in our movement worried 
that the public might not have the stomach for significant numbers of public schools – charter or non – 
being held accountable.  What we believe we have shown in California is that is definitely not the case. 
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And what we believe we have shown, at least from a state association perspective, is that if you do this 
work right, you can keep the vast majority of your members behind you. 
 
In addition to advocating for the closure of underperforming schools, CCSA is working hard to ensure the 
new schools that are opened are strong from the start. The next section provides more detail on these 
efforts. 
 

CCSA provided support to increase the quality of schools in the pipeline 
In 2007-08, our data showed that we had an unacceptably high number of underperforming charter 
schools and that charter school performance had dropped precipitously.8  We knew a huge contributing 
factor was that a very large number of underperforming schools had been allowed to open in the years 
immediately preceding the drop-off. These alarming statistics further strengthened our resolve to 
support charter developers such that the new schools that open are academically strong. We recognize 
the vital need to screen applicants so that only those with the requisite commitment and capacity are 
permitted to open schools. And we are firm in our commitment to make sure we don’t ever see a similar 
drop-off in performance in future years. To achieve these outcomes, we engage in the following school 
development support activities.  
 
We scan the landscape and stay on top of virtually any new school that is in development in the state 
Since the organization’s inception, CCSA has staffed a team of charter school development support 
experts to help support and accelerate the growth of high quality charter schools in California. CCSA’s 
School Development and Support team knows the local requirements of authorizers throughout the 
state and advises developing schools on the key charter requirements, best practices and advocacy 
strategies to optimize success. While California education code lays out the requirements for approving 
new charter schools, local districts often have specific expectations for both the authorization process 
and the charter petition.  CCSA’s school development team has regional representatives who help 
developers understand and navigate these requirements, so that developing schools meet the legal 
requirements tailored to local formats, as well as any additional requirements and applicable best 
practices. 
 
We provide as much support as developers are willing to take from us.  In general, we find developers 
very receptive to our suggestions. 
Effective charter development is hard work that requires specialized skills and capacity, deep 
understandings and connections to local community, and the drive and passion to navigate what can be 
a multi-year road to opening a new charter school. CCSA’s school development team provides critical 
feedback and guidance at every step of the way so that new school teams have a realistic perspective of 
their strengths and areas of weakness, as well as the technical support and information to support 
development success. By providing clear benchmarks with the needed resources, and scaffolding key 
steps, quality teams are prepared to withstand the scrutiny of the authorization processes. If developing 
teams do not meet these benchmarks, CCSA encourages them to improve their team capacity to address 
the deficiencies. If no progress is made, and the development team decides to pursue authorization 
anyway, then CCSA does not provide public support in the authorization process.  
 
The developers who take the higher level of support from us, tend to open schools falling on the right 
side of the performance spectrum 
When we analyze the academic performance of new charter schools that worked with CCSA’s School 

Development Team before opening, we find that the charter schools that received a greater level of 

support from CCSA were less likely to have far below-predicted performance and nearly three times as 

likely to have far above-predicted performance. The 61 new charter schools in the “high impact” 

                                                           
8 This same trend was documented by CREDO in its 2014 California report, CREDO (2014), op. cit. 
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category in Figure 28 below were members of CCSA’s Developer Member program, received charter 

petition review support, received start-up grant funding through CCSA and/or otherwise received 

significant technical assistance from CCSA during the 2010-11 or 2011-12 school years. They are 

compared to the 184 “not high impact” new charter schools that opened during these years. 9  

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
We support the replication efforts of high performing schools 
In recent years, research evidence has become increasingly clear that a replicating organization's new 
schools are likely to have the same performance – for better or worse – as its founding school.10  In 
keeping with this paradigm, CCSA has worked to facilitate the replication of high performing charter 
schools through proactively outreaching to prospective candidates, as well as aligning supports and 
reducing development roadblocks for these schools. While these experienced schools typically require 
less intensive support, many veteran developers still run into challenges. By working to identify, 
encourage, and develop resources tailored to the major challenges facing this group of replicators (such 
as facilities, funding, authorizing, talent pipeline, etc.), we help ease the strain of authorization so that 
these schools can move on to what they do best: providing high quality education opportunities to 
students and communities. 
 
When necessary, we work hard to dissuade those who are not ready from opening 
CCSA takes an active role in helping members recognize deficiencies and build strategies to address 
them, ensuring that quality and capacity are paramount in making the decision to move forward with 
authorization and opening. Occasionally we find schools that are not ready and/or are not willing to take 
our suggestions. Some examples of schools that are not ready are highlighted below: 

- Often, groups that start this work are not fully developed and are missing key experience on the 
founding team. We will work with these teams to address basic structures, while the team 
recruits additional members or builds their internal capacity. We emphasize that it’s about more 
than getting approved. They have to be able to launch and successfully run the school as well.  

- Another frequent scenario is that a high capacity team may have rushed the petition 
development process or may not have fully understood the local and/or state requirements, 
resulting in an incomplete or inadequate petition. By working with CCSA to rewrite the petition 
to address the missing items or underdeveloped elements, schools can resubmit to their 
authorizers with a legally compliant and complete petition.  

                                                           
9 We assessed the relationship between CCSA support and Percent Predicted API using an ordinal logistic 
regression with just one predictor: whether or not a school received a high level of CCSA support. The overall 
results of the analysis approached statistical significance at the p < .06 level.  

10 CREDO (2013), op. cit. 
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When charter school developers do not have the necessary ingredients for success and display 
concerning signs indicating a lack of capacity, we do not shy away from intervening and suggesting that 
they slow down and delay opening until they have a strong plan in place that is likely to succeed. As 
noted above, if the development team decides to pursue authorization against our recommendations, 
CCSA will not publically support or advocate on behalf of this school during the authorization process 
(which also often serves as an effective deterrent). And when necessary, CCSA has gone the additional 
step of advocating against a school replication if the flagship school is below CCSA’s Minimum Criteria, 
as we did in February of 2013. 
 
We believe this overall recipe of support and tough-love for developers in the pipeline is helping 
California avoid a repeat of 2006-07 when too many unprepared developers were allowed to open. 
 
A word of caution about “controlling the pipeline” 
When we look across the national landscape, we see states that have put in place such high bars for new 
charters to get going that we do not think it helpful.  And we are skeptical that authorizers are able to 
discern between schools that will definitely fail from those that will succeed. In our view, successful new 
school developers with no prior track record of success must demonstrate two non-negotiable 
attributes.  First, they must show commitment.  The process of getting a charter approved and a charter 
school opened must be an extensive one, and any group of developers not able to see the process 
through over an 18-month period of extensive work and revision really shouldn’t be allowed to open. 
Second, the team must show capacity.  And it must be a team, not an individual, but a group of people 
with a variety of talents who are willing to see the project through. In addition to these two non-
negotiables, in California we ensure developers know that they are going to be held accountable, and 
that if they miss our minimum expectations, we will be working to ensure that they close. 
 
 
 

Part Three: Looking Forward 
 
This report details the many ways in which California’s charter schools have made significant sector-
wide improvements in overall academic performance and the role CCSA has played in accelerating this 
progress by pursuing an assertive academic accountability agenda.  While we’d like to continue with our 
current efforts to further the positive results now emerging in California, broader changes in the 
education landscape put this work at an unprecedented moment of great risk and opportunity. 
California, like many states in the nation, has embraced the Common Core and will now be making the 
transition to a whole new system of assessments and accountability.  This will make the Association’s 
prior academic accountability framework – based upon the state’s old Academic Performance Index 
(API) – obsolete.  This, in turn will result in a multi-year period when the data CCSA was previously using 
to inform our academic accountability work will no longer be available.  As such, we recognize that we 
are entering a moment of considerable risk, one where, should we not quickly be able to re-establish a 
workable framework for academic accountability, we could see significant loss of momentum, or worse 
yet actual backsliding in our multi-year effort to improve the academic performance of the overall 
charter school sector. 
   
At the same time, CCSA sees that the shift to the Common Core is actually a moment of immense 
opportunity for the Association and for our broader movement. First, we are deeply aware that 
Common Core assessments are nearly certain to be far more sophisticated measures of student learning 
than what has been available previously, and we are eager to update our accountability framework to 
incorporate the far higher quality data that will now be available for the first time. Second, we recognize 
that, as Common Core is being implemented by states across the nation, the Association has the 
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potential to develop an accountability framework that could be easily adopted by nearly any state in the 
nation, affording us an opportunity at nationwide impact that was simply not possible during the prior 
era when transporting accountability systems across states was technically challenging if not outright 
impossible. We know that the Common Core standards are rigorous and promote deeper student 
learning, emphasizing critical thinking skills and creativity rather than rote memorization. Moreover, 
they are anchored in the goal of ensuring all students graduate ready for college and careers, and reflect 
the knowledge and skills most valued by employers and higher education. At this crossroads moment of 
unique opportunity and vulnerability in the face of increasing attack and eroding support for Common 
Core, we will look to bolster public support for these rigorous standards in California so that their full 
promise for students will be realized. 
 
CCSA intends to seize this unprecedented moment of risk and opportunity by launching into the 
development of a new academic accountability framework that fully incorporates the Smarter Balanced 
assessments linked to the Common Core.  As we have learned in our first five years of doing this work, it 
is absolutely essential that we do this work in the right way in order to generate the levels of buy-in 
from charter school leaders needed to ensure success.  That involves embarking upon an exhaustively 
thorough process of developing a framework that is both technically sophisticated and deeply 
understood and trusted by stakeholders throughout the movement.   Based upon our efforts to make 
our first accountability framework, we know that the effort to create a new framework will include the 
following steps: 

 Developing the technical knowledge necessary to create appropriate preliminary minimum 
performance expectations based upon new Common Core assessments. This includes 
understanding the assessments deeply, accessing data from a variety of sources, conducting 
extensive technical statistical analyses to determine appropriate cut points and controls to 
account for student demographics, and pressure testing these across different categories of 
schools. We will also cross check the validity of new proposed quantitative measures with 
qualitative data gathered during extensive school visits statewide. 

 Updating all of the online tools and resources that CCSA uses to engage members, parents and 
the general public about how charter schools are performing relative to those measures.   

 Engaging with membership to increase the buy-in across the sector.  As learned from our prior 
experience doing this work, this includes extensive engagement with our Member Council to 
serve as the first sounding board for our new framework, including specifically engaging with 
representatives of various school types to make sure that the new framework does not 
inappropriately target any particular kind of school such as dual immersion or credit recovery 
programs. We will also gather input from members more broadly across the state at regional 
meetings and other in-person gatherings and through online webinars and other virtual 
meetings. 

 Publishing findings in regular reports for members and the general public about how schools are 
doing relative to the new proposed minimum expectations. Once we have piloted the 
framework, we will resume the call for closure and begin to advocate once again for the non-
renewal of schools missing the newly identified minimum performance expectations. 

 We also plan to begin outreach and technical assistance efforts to other state associations 
wishing to adopt or make use of significant portions of the new CCSA Common Core 
Accountability Framework.   

 
By re-establishing an academic accountability framework as quickly as possible to provide constructive 
pressure to the overall charter school sector in California, we can continue to accelerate ever greater 
levels of performance relative to traditional public schools.  At the most tangible level, this will mean 
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being able to get back online perhaps two-to-three years earlier than would otherwise be possible for a 
reliable accountability framework strong enough to begin using for high stakes accountability decisions.  
Furthermore, in partnership with similarly minded charter associations across the country, we should 
also be able to begin moving our accountability work across the nation in ways that will catalyze similar 
strengthening of charter performance in states across the nation. We hope this will mean that, before 
the decade is out, we will be working in close collaboration with at least a dozen other states to support 
the development of an assertive accountability agenda reminiscent of the groundbreaking work that is 
happening in California today.   
 

Through these efforts and others, CCSA will use every tool at its disposal to ensure that parents and the 
public understand how California charter schools are performing with students, and we will continue 
working to ensure that only those schools that are succeeding with students are allowed to continue to 
operate.  That is the fundamental charter school recipe that has worked for more than two decades.  
And we will work to make sure it remains in place for many more decades to come. 
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Appendix A: Methodology 
How the Similar Students Measure is Calculated 
A central purpose of CCSA’s academic accountability initiative is to strengthen the academic 
performance standards to which charter schools are held. CCSA has developed a tool, the Similar 
Students Measure (SSM), to assess school performance while filtering out many of the non-school 
effects on student achievement through the use of regression-based predictive modeling, an approach 
used by researchers across the field. The measure compares a school’s Academic Performance Index 
“API,” as calculated by the California Department of Education (CDE), 
to a predicted API (or Annual School Performance Prediction “ASPP”).  
The Annual School Performance Prediction (ASPP) not only includes 
academic performance indicators from state assessments, but also 
uses the demographic characteristics of a school’s student body to 
calculate a predicted API score unique to each school and its 
demographic characteristics. The school’s actual API score is then 
compared to the predicted API score. The resulting difference between 
these two values is the Percent Predicted API, enabling researchers to 
identify schools that perform significantly over and under their 
prediction on an annual basis, as well as over a period of three years.  
 
The Percent Predicted API is then categorized into performance bands. If a school is within one standard 
error of its prediction, it is categorized as Within Predicted, in order to account for the margin of error 
associated with the predictions. Schools outside of that range are categorized as Above or Below 
Predicted, and schools far outside of that range (two standard deviations or more) are categorized as Far 
Above or Far Below Predicted. Note that all charter and traditional public schools that are designated as 
alternative school accountability model (“ASAM”), Alternative, or have fewer than 50 test-takers 
included in their API are excluded. The following visual in Figure 29 illustrates how this process works:  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
The Similar Students Measure (SSM) uses three years of annual Percent Predicted API results and their 
resulting Annual School Performance Prediction Bands to identify patterns of performance for charter 
schools. The resulting SSM provides a measure of relative performance, estimating the value that 
schools add to the gifts and challenges students bring to their school experience. So, continuing the 
example above, if School A were listed as "Far Above" in years 1 and 2 and then "Within" in its third 
year, its three-year SSM band would be "Above Most Years." In conjunction with absolute measure of 
academic status and growth, the SSM guides CCSA’s efforts to define minimum performance standards 
for charter schools. 
 
The SSM is a check of the vital signs of the charter movement. This measure relies on school level data 
and shows whether schools exceeded, met or fell short of their predicted API scores. As described 
above, the SSM is not a growth measure or even an improvement measure. At its core, the Similar 
Students Measure is a 3-year compilation of annual snapshots. These annual snapshots attempt to 
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approximate a school’s “value-add” by measuring the degree to which a school outperformed or 
underperformed the API we would have predicted it to have that year based on student demographics 
(based on how all other schools serving similar students performed in that same year). As described in 
the key findings below, we do see encouraging decreases in the overrepresentation of charter schools 
on the far left side of the U. However, as long as we continue to have a proportionally larger share of 
chronically underperforming schools that populate the far left side of the U we will continue to reaffirm 
our commitment to work with lower performing schools to improve their outcomes and/or advocate for 
the closure of underperforming schools. 
 
It is also important to note that because the SSM is a relative measure of under- and outperformance 
(compared to a school’s prediction), there are schools on the far left of the distribution that have high 
actual APIs (for example, if a school is predicted to have an API of 900 but has an actual API of 805, they 
would be considered to be underperforming given their student demographics. They would have a low 
Percent Predicted API and would appear on the underperforming side of the distribution. Conversely, 
there are schools on the far right (outperforming) side of the distribution that have low actual APIs. In 
other words, if a school has an API of 750 but was predicted to be at 610 based on how all other schools 
in the state are performing with similar student demographics, we would consider this school to be 
outperforming. We recognize that this is only one measure of student performance and should be 
considered in combination with a school’s actual API and growth over time when it comes to 
determining academic accountability for the school. Figure 30 shows the distribution of schools’ actual 
APIs within each Percent Predicted API band. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Limitations 
CCSA uses the Similar Students Measure as an improvement upon current efforts in the identification of 
underperforming charters, but does not use or recommend it as the sole system for evaluating schools. 
As with all measures, there are limitations. These are described below. 
 

 



Page | 17  

 

The regression models associated with the SSM reach high levels of validity and have been found to be 
reliable, but regression predictions are still just estimates of relationships between variables.11 There is 
an inherent level of imprecision in any statistical measure, which here is further exacerbated by an 
aggregated school-level assessment of a composite dependent variable, the API. That is why it was 
important to take the standard errors into account when producing these measures.  
 
The API was used as the performance variable in our measures because it has been the publicly available 
state measure of school performance. There are two reasons why API is less than ideal as the dependent 
variable. First, API scores are themselves the result of mathematical calculations and represent a 
composite assessment of performance on a number of other metrics and student test results. Second, 
the API is a measure that changes regularly and represents a distribution that fluctuates annually.  
 
Because traditional public schools comprise the vast majority of the sample being assessed, those 
schools’ performance and variable relationships are primarily driving the regression models. There are a 
number of variables specific to charter schools that are not taken into account, which would likely alter 
the results. However, given that charter school accountability is primarily about whether or not charters 
are outperforming their traditional public school counterparts, this approach is appropriate for these 
purposes. 
 
As was stated earlier, the Similar Students Measure is only one measure of school performance, and it is 
a relative measure. That being the case, this measure cannot and should not stand alone as the only 
assessment of a school’s performance or as the arbitrator of a school’s future. This is particularly the 
case for schools that either have a specific research-based program such as Waldorf or Montessori 
(where the curriculum is designed to culminate in high performance at higher grade levels, which may 
not be evident in earlier grade levels), or that have a high percentage of students with a disability or 
other special needs, but are not a special education school. These metrics were designed to serve as a 
trigger for further review and a deeper assessment of a school’s effectiveness, not as the only point 
upon which to make those decisions. The SSM is intended to flag consistently underperforming schools 
for a deeper review of additional measures of school performance, including status, growth and 
individual student progress metrics. 
 
While CCSA believes these metrics are an improvement on the existing measures in law for charter 
renewal, longitudinally linked, individual student growth data is the ideal source for most appropriately 
assessing a school’s performance. Because the Similar Students Measure is calculated with aggregate 
school level data, it is an approximation of value-added modeling. True value-added modeling requires 
individual student data connected to the schools and educators instructing those students. 
 

                                                           
11 See CCSA Similar Schools Measure Technical Manual for more details: www.calcharters.org  

http://www.calcharters.org/

