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Introduction
When the California Charter Schools Association
(CCSA) released the first Portrait of the Movement in
February 2011, we presented an image that highlighted

FIGURE 1
Number of California Charter Schools, 2007 - 2008
Distribution on Percent Predicted API (n=561)

both the inspiring promise and the daunting challenge
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

Number of Schools

that existed within the charter school movement as it

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

UNDERPERFORMING

OUTPERFORMING

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

collective courage needed to address the charter school

strikingly large number of schools generating far higher

movement’s most fundamental shortcoming. In short, we

levels of student learning than was found anywhere

hoped our publication would provoke a greater sense of

else in the public school landscape, at the same time

urgency among many in the charter school movement to

the charter school movement was creating a simply

begin “shifting our U into a J.”

unacceptable number of persistently underperforming
schools. We believe the image also resonated because

Since the publication of CCSA’s first “Portrait of the

it highlighted another sobering reality that many

Movement” report, it has become clear that many

recognized within our movement at that moment:

within California and across the nation did in fact hear

the sad fact that no one seemed to be acting with

the wake-up call and took action. Those efforts have

resolve to do anything about it.

initiated a course correction that has led to substantial
– and statistically significant – progress being made

As such, we hoped that the publishing of our first

to improve the overall performance of charter schools

Portrait of the Movement document would be a wake-

relative to the traditional public school system. Today,

up call for the charter school movement, one that would

just five years since we first presented “The Shape of the

lead to greater discussion about how to muster the

U,” we see that California has reduced by approximately

Introduction
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FIGURE 2
Number of California Charter Schools, 2012 - 2013
Distribution on Percent Predicted API (n=890)

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

Number of Schools

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.
UNDERPERFORMING

OUTPERFORMING

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

2007 - 2008

2012 - 2013

Percent of CA Charters (out of all
CA schools) in this tier of performance

FIGURE 3
Percentage of California Charters on Percent Predicted API

U N D E R P E R FO R M I N G
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2012-13. At the same time, California was experiencing

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

one of the most severe funding crises to hit public

crisis as severe as California’s, then in our estimation

education in generations, and that funding crisis

similar academic strengthening can happen just about

disproportionately affected California’s charter schools.

anywhere. Considered from its proper perspective,

If such pronounced academic strengthening can occur in

we believe that the academic progress in the California

a sector as big as California’s, during a time of growth as

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
School Year

Bottom 5%

Bottom 10%

Bottom 25%

Top 25%

Top 10%

Top 5%

2012 - 2013

9.33%

15.39%

26.40%

36.63%

20.90%

14.61%

2011 - 2012

11.71%

18.25%

33.42%

35.88%

22.93%

15.29%

2010 - 2011

11.31%

18.03%

32.17%

36.88%

22.48%

16.29%

2009 - 2010

12.92%

18.09%

35.59%

34.95%

21.88%

15.05%

2008 - 2009

13.27%

19.09%

33.50%

33.01%

20.55%

14.89%

2007 - 2008

15.15%

21.39%

35.47%

31.73%

21.57%

14.97%

Total 5-Year
Change

-5.83%

-6.00%

-9.07%

+4.90%

-0.67%

-0.37%

As the table and graphs above demonstrate, not only

Fortunately, these recent performance improvements

have we seen a significant reduction in the percentage

in the overall charter school sector are enabling us to

of charter schools performing in the bottom tenth, but we

direct greater attention again to what has historically

have also seen consistent improvement throughout the

been among the most compelling contributions of

distribution of performance. This occurred most notably

charter schools: the unprecedented success that

in a reduction of over nine percent of schools performing

charter schools are having with low-income students

in the bottom quartile and an increase of nearly five

and other historically underserved student populations.

percent of schools performing in the top quartile. These
trends are leading to tens of thousands of students being

Students at charter schools serving low-income

educated in better performing schools than just five

populations are far more likely than their traditional

years ago.

public school counterparts to be educated in a school

Introduction
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that is among the top five or ten percent of all public

Moreover, charter school outperformance with historically

schools statewide. More than half of the students (52%)

disadvantaged populations is not limited to low income

attending charters that serve a majority of high poverty

students alone. These strong, “J-shaped” performance

population attend charter schools that are in the top

trends are evident with other minority student groups as

quartile of all public schools statewide (vs. only 26%

well. More than a quarter of all English learners, African-

of similar students attending traditional public schools).

American, and Latino charter students attend charter

These trends are consistent over the past five years

schools that are among the most outperforming public

(as shown in the table below). Together, these 78,000

schools in California. In fact, students at charter schools

charter school students (those enrolled in top quartile

serving a majority of historically disadvantaged students

charters) would make up the fourth largest school district

are likely to be among the most outperforming schools

in California and the 42nd largest school district in the

in the state (three times more likely to be in the top tenth

3

nation.

4

2008, n=62,954
2013, n=152,077

Number of Students

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 - 2008 vs. 2012 - 2013

API IS BELOW PREDICTED

Introduction
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Bottom
5%

Bottom
10%

Bottom
25%

Top
25%

Top
10%

Top
5%

Total5

%

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

%

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

%

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

# Students

Charter Schools
2007 - 2008

Charter Schools
2012 - 2013

Traditional Public
Schools 2012 - 2013

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.

Introduction
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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.

FIGURE 6
Impact by Growth Period, 2007 - 2011, CREDO. Charter School Performance in California (2014)

** Significant at p < 0.01

Reading

Math

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.

Introduction
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FIGURE 7
Median API Scores in CA Charter and Traditional Public Schools Over Five Years

Median Traditional Public School API
Median Charter School API

School Year

Traditional
Public School Median API

Charter School
Median API

Gap
(Charter minus Traditional)

2007 - 2008

766

737

-29

2008 - 2009

781

761

-20

2009 - 2010

790

778

-13

2010 - 2011

798

791

-7

2011 - 2012

805

800

-5

2012 - 2013

801

804

3
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Again, is this good enough? Have charter schools

accountability see a moment of unique opportunity and

made all the progress that should be expected of them,

are pivoting to discredit the new system before it can

even demanded of them? Not hardly. But inarguably

even be put into place so as to eliminate from the public

California’s charter school sector has strengthened. This

school landscape the data needed to evaluate school

report is a story about what has happened over the past

performance and hold adults accountable for results.

five years, why it has happened, and what we can do to
keep things moving in a positive direction. It is a story

Whether the opponents of data and accountability

of collective response, as we see that the strengthening

will prevail is still very much unknown, but what is

that has happened in California’s charter schools has not

certain is that, for the first time in decades, many

come from any one type of school, but has been driven

states, California among them, have no reliable school

by nearly every category of school improving its overall

performance data upon which to evaluate schools.

performance. It is also a story of collective courage, as

As such, this is a moment of particular vulnerability

it involves leaders from many different kinds of charter

for our movement. How does a movement predicated

schools from across California coming together to create

upon the fact that we will generate better results than

minimum performance expectations and enforcement

are available within the traditional public school system

provisions which undoubtedly helped move the overall

continue to thrive in an environment where it is no longer

sector in a positive direction. And, it is a story of hope

possible to even demonstrate those results?

– not just the hope that it is in fact possible to improve
performance across a sector as vast as California’s,

Opponents of data and accountability are basing their

but the hope born of a recognition that the positive

arguments on the perception that growing numbers of

trends highlighted in this report appear likely to

parents are opposed to standardized tests and school

continue and perhaps accelerate in the years to

accountability and want to return to an era when no

come if we maintain our collective commitment to

one knew how schools were performing, especially

improve charter school performance.

with historically underserved groups of students. But
the evidence coming out of California’s charter schools

Perhaps most importantly, it is a story that emerges

over the past five years argues exactly the opposite.

at a high-stakes moment for our country and for our

Charter school enrollment growth, waiting list numbers,

movement. Nationally, we are going through a once-

and polling data all suggest the public has never been

in-a-generation shift in our public school accountability

more supportive of charter schools than they are

systems. It features the sun-setting of an old approach

right now.6 This growth in support happened during

based upon a patchwork of state-specific assessments

a period when charter schools have been held more

and the emergence of a new approach based upon

accountable than traditional public schools, and have

tests adopted by broad coalitions of states formed

strengthened their performance as measured by results

around the Common Core. As the transition is occurring,

on standardized tests, especially with historically

age-old opponents of almost all forms of school

underserved students.

Introduction
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Part 1 | The California Charter School Movement is Improving
Understanding and Interpreting

of students, are you outperforming how the regression

the Shape of the U Graphs

would predict you to perform? If yes, great! If, however,

Given that the focus of this report is on the “Shape of the

the school is underperforming compared to how all

U” analyses as derived from CCSA’s Similar Students

other schools in the state perform with a similar mix

Measure, it is worthwhile to explain how the analyses

of students, then this is a point of concern for us—

are generated and how to interpret the graphs and

particularly if this underperformance persists over

tables in this document before diving into additional

multiple years and is coupled with a low overall API

findings. For a more detailed and complete description,

score and low growth over time.) Looking at actual

see Appendix A.

vs. predicted scores, we create a “Percent Predicted
API” ratio for each school. A school with actual and

CCSA developed the Similar Students Measure to

predicted API scores of 800 would have met 100% of its

assess school performance while filtering out many of

prediction. A school predicted to be at 800 but actually

the non-school effects on student achievement. The

achieving a 960 API would be considered outperforming

process uses publicly available data and begins with

(120% of its prediction). Conversely, a school with the

each school’s Academic Performance Index (API) score

same 800 prediction, but an actual API of 640 would be

and the demographic characteristics of each student

considered underperforming (achieving only 80% of its

tested at the school as reported by the California

prediction).

Department of Education. We then plug those API
scores and demographics for each school (charter and

We rank all schools in the state by Percent Predicted API

traditional) into regression models. The regressions

(schools whose actual APIs are higher than predicted

then generate a “predicted API” score for each school.

are on the right and lower than predicted on the left).

(In other words, given the portfolio of students that your

The schools on the tail ends of the distribution are far

school served – the average parent education level,

outperforming or underperforming on this metric. We

the mix of ethnicities, the percentage of low income

divide the list into equal groups of five percent and see

students, etc. – here’s how the regression would predict

where charters lie on that distribution. In Figure 8, the

your school to perform, given how all other schools

gray and maroon bars together encompass all public

in the state performed serving students with similar

schools in California. Schools in the far left bar are

backgrounds.)

among the bottom five percent in California on Percent

7

Predicted API, while schools in the far right bar are
We then compare each school’s actual API score to their

among the top five percent.

predicted API. (In other words, given your portfolio

Part 1 | The California Charter School Movement is Improving
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FIGURE 8
Statewide Distribution of Charter & Traditional Public Schools
on Percent Predicted API, 2012 - 2013

Charter, n=890

Number of Schools

Traditional , n=7,318

API IS BELOW PREDICTED

Statewide Percentile

API IS ABOVE PREDICTED

The table in Figure 9 describes the percentage of

of asterisks means that the finding was not statistically

schools in each bar depicted in Figure 8. The table

significant.) In the case of the bottom and top tenth,

reveals that although charter schools make up a

there is less than a 1 in 1,000 chance that these findings

relatively small percentage of the total number of

occurred by statistical accident.8 Also note that statistical

public schools in the state, they are overrepresented

significance testing was only conducted for findings

in the highest (most outperforming) and lowest (most

based on number of schools, not on findings based on

underperforming) percentiles. These over-concentrations

number of students. This is because all of our analyses

of charter schools at the high and low ends of the

are based on school-level API scores; we would need

performance continuum make up the “Shape of the

student-level API data in order to determine whether the

U” that we consistently identify for charter schools

differences between groups of students are statistically

in California. On the other side of the performance

significant.

distribution, we see that 21% of charter schools are
concentrated in the top tenth of performance (compared

When we use this measure for charter school

to only 9% of traditional public schools). Note that these

accountability purposes, we assess three years of

top and bottom 10th findings are statistically significant;

annual Percent Predicted API results to identify patterns

the asterisks in the tables designate the level of

of performance for charter schools. We categorize

statistical significance or the likelihood of these findings

schools into three-year performance bands, the “Similar

occuring by chance. (If the “count” is starred then the

Students Measure” (SSM), and we combine this data

percentage is also statistically significant. The absence

with the school’s nominal API score and a three-

Part 1 | The California Charter School Movement is Improving
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FIGURE 9
Statewide Distribution on Top and Bottom Quartiles of Percent Predicted API, 2012 - 2013
Bottom
5%

Bottom
10%

Bottom
25%

Top
25%

Top
10%

Top
5%

Total9

%

9.33%

15.39%

26.40%

36.63%

20.90%

14.61%

100%

#

83***

137***

235

326

186***

130***

890

%

4.47%

9.33%

24.83%

23.59%

8.66%

3.83%

100%

#

327*

683

1,817

1,726

634***

280***

7,318

# Schools

Charter Schools
2012 - 2013

Traditional
Public Schools
2012 - 2013

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

year pattern of growth to identify a minimum level of

or higher. But we do find it compelling that this school is

performance below which we advocate for schools’

“beating the odds.”) We find it noteworthy that so many

closure (see Part Two for details).

charter schools seem to be doing just that.

Why We Focus on the Similar Students Measure

What we find worth surfacing in research is that charter

(SSM) in the Portrait of the Movement

schools seem to consistently overpopulate the tail

Like any other test of vital signs, the SSM is limited in

ends of the distribution (meaning charters consistently

its utility. Particularly when used in its one-year “Percent

seem to be the ones far exceeding predictions and

Predicted API” form, as we do with the shape of the U

unfortunately also far below predictions). In 2011, CCSA

graphs throughout this report, we acknowledge that this

issued its first Portrait of the Movement, identifying this

represents a “moment in time” snapshot of performance.

U-shaped distribution of performance. And this is not just

It relies on school-level data, not longitudinally linked

a product of the measure itself –this same phenomenon

individual student data. And it only shows whether

appears in other analyses of California charter school

schools exceed, meet, or fall short of their regression

performance as well (see Appendix B). This report

predictions. A school could be “outperforming” on the

assesses the change over time of charter schools across

far right of the distribution and still be low in terms of its

this spectrum of performance – looking particularly at the

nominal performance. (In other words, a school could

tail ends of the distribution – and asks which charters

have an API of 700 when it is predicted to have an API

are contributing most to the general strengthening we

of 550, based on student demographics. We recognize

see happening in the sector. Now that we have a better

that a school in this circumstance still has more work to

understanding of how to interpret the graphs and tables,

do in improving its API to reach the state target of 800

let’s dive into the overall “change in the shape of the U”

Part 1 | The California Charter School Movement is Improving
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numbers viewed through the lens of number of schools

One: charter schools are generally understood to be the

and number of students.

unit of accountability. Two: the charter sector has been
historically criticized for not being sufficiently forthcoming

Overall Results by Number of Schools

about discussing its own weaknesses and, that being

and by Number of Students

the case, we thought it wiser to lead with our position of

Starting with the release of our first Portrait of the

greatest weakness.

Movement report in 2011, we have debated whether it
was more important to begin our discussion of findings

As highlighted in the introduction, when looking at the

by presenting the distribution of performance viewed

changes in the shape of the U, we see that the overall

by the number of schools or by the number of students.

distribution of charter school performance has improved

It is ultimately the students, after all, that we want to

substantially over the last five years in California, even

see positively impacted as a result of their charter

during a period of rapid growth in the number of charter

experience. That said, we have consistently decided

schools and students served. This U-shaped distribution

to present the school-level results first for two reasons.

first identified in 2007-08 is now beginning to look like

2007 - 2008, n=561
2012 - 2013, n=890

Number of Schools

FIGURE 10
Number of California Charter Schools, Distribution on Percent Predicted API,
2007 - 2008 vs. 2012 - 2013

API IS BELOW PREDICTED

Statewide Percentile
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Bottom
5%

Bottom
10%

Bottom
25%

Top
25%

Top
10%

Top
5%

Total

%

15.15%

21.39%

35.47%

31.73%

21.57%

14.97%

100%

#

85*

120*

199

178

121

84

561

%

9.33%

15.39%

26.40%

36.63%

20.90%

14.61%

100%

#

83***

137***

235

326

186***

130***

890

# Schools

Charter Schools
2007 - 2008

Charter Schools
2012 - 2013

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

a J-shaped distribution. Over time, charter schools

numbers of students in outperforming schools than in

have maintained a greater percentage of outperforming

underperforming schools.10 This is a simple by-product

schools when compared to traditional public schools.

of the fact that schools that are underperforming tend

Moreover, the proportion of underperforming charter

to be smaller schools, while schools that are over-

schools has dropped by nearly a third (from 21.4%

performing tend to be larger. In 2012-13, while 15% of

to 15.4% in the bottom tenth).

charter schools perform in the bottom tenth percentile,
they account for only 11% of students tested. This

As detailed in Appendices D and E, the overall shifts

analysis shows that even though there are still too many

in the charter performance distribution over time are

underperforming schools, the largest group of students

statistically significant with a less than a 1% probability

attends the most outperforming schools. Nearly 40,000

that these shifts are due to chance. As encouraging as

students now attend charter schools in the top five

we find the trends in the percentages of schools at the

percent of all schools statewide. When we look at the

top and bottom of distribution, ultimately it is about the

five-year change, we see that during a time period where

students. And here the findings are even more hopeful.

enrollment in California charter schools nearly doubled,
the percentage of students in the bottom quartile of

When we look at the distribution of performance in terms

schools decreased by a fifth (from 26.5% to 20.7%). The

of number of students served (Figure 12), we see the

number of students attending schools in the top 10% has

shape of a J; it is clear that the movement has larger

also decreased during that time, but only by one tenth.11
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FIGURE 11
Percentage of Students in Charter Schools in the Top and Bottom Quartiles of the Statewide Performance Distribution
School Year

Bottom 5%

Bottom 10%

Bottom 25%

Top 25%

Top 10%

Top 5%

2012 - 2013

6.17%

11.32%

20.72%

37.11%

18.48%

12.48%

2011 - 2012

7.57%

13.17%

28.18%

36.76%

22.63%

13.99%

2010 - 2011

7.40%

12.07%

25.65%

39.25%

22.03%

14.62%

2009 - 2010

9.77%

13.93%

27.15%

36.61%

22.38%

15.20%

2008 - 2009

7.97%

13.94%

26.12%

36.80%

19.66%

14.03%

2007 - 2008

8.08%

13.84%

26.46%

32.52%

20.70%

13.97%

Total 5-Year
Change

-1.91%

-2.52%

-5.74%

+4.59%

-2.22%

-1.49%

2007 - 2008, n=159,509
2012 - 2013, n=306,760

Number of Students Tested

FIGURE 12
Charter Students Change in the Shape of the U over 5 Years

API IS BELOW PREDICTED

Statewide Percentile
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Bottom
5%

Bottom
10%

Bottom
25%

Top
25%

Top
10%

Top
5%

Total12

%

8.08%

13.84%

26.46%

32.52%

20.70%

13.97%

100%

#

12,890

22,077

42,201

51,867

33,026

22,281

159,509

%

6.17%

11.32%

20.72%

37.11%

18.48%

12.48%

100%

#

18,933

34,724

63,565

113,841

56,698

38,282

306,760

# Students

Charter Schools
2007 - 2008

Charter Schools
2012 - 2013

We are approaching the point where twice as many

based and blended learning schools). Charter schools

charter school students attend schools performing in

have varying levels of autonomy. As shown in Figure 13,

the top quartile (37.1%) as the bottom quartile (20.7%).

more than two thirds of California’s charters (72%) are

This kind of progress represents an approximate

autonomous/semi-autonomous. Autonomous schools

50,000 student shift from the bottom quartile to the

are those that appoint their board of directors, do not use

top quartile over the past five years. Whether you’re

their district’s collective bargaining agreement and are

looking at the distribution from a school perspective

directly funded by the state. Non-autonomous charters

or a student perspective, the general story is the

however, are those schools that have the majority of

same: the California charter sector has shown signs

their board appointed by their authorizer or are under

of improvement over the past five years. The question

a school district’s collective bargaining agreement and

remains: why is this happening? Are all types of charter

receive their funding indirectly from the state. Semi-

schools equally responsible for the improvement?

autonomous charters have some aspects of each

Or can we attribute the strengthening to some portions

category (see Appendix C for full definitions).

of our movement in particular? In order to answer this,
the next section outlines key attributes and differing

This rich diversity also manifests itself in the way

characteristics of California charter schools.

charter schools are managed, as shown in Figure 13.
California has a vibrant segment of Charter Management

Key Characteristics of the California

Organizations (CMOs), schools linked by a common

Charter School Movement

philosophy and centralized governance or operations.

California has within it a diversity of school types that

Among autonomous charter schools, close to half (42%)

in many ways is representative of the charter school

are run by CMOs. The remainder are Freestanding

movement across the entire nation, with varying levels

schools (meaning that they are managed as a single

of autonomy, differing governance structures, and

school site and not connected to any other schools)

classroom settings (including many nonclassroom-

or Network schools (which are a group of schools
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FIGURE 13
% of Charter Schools by Autonomy & Management Model, 2013 - 2014 (n=1130 total charter schools)

Dependent Charters
28% (n=319)

CMOs
42% (n=339)

ALL
CHARTER
SCHOOLS

AUTONOMOUS
CHARTER
SCHOOLS

Autonomous Charters+
72% (n=811)

Freestanding‡
58%, (n=472)

+ Autonomous charter schools includes 43 semi-autonomous charters
‡ Freestanding category includes 135 network charter schools

linked by a common philosophy or other affiliation but

CMOs, seems to be the very octane of our movement.

not centralized governance, or have less than three

California also has a vibrant, though proportionally small,

schools). The percentage of schools run by CMOs has

sector of fully autonomous conversion charter schools

increased over time. In 2007-08, 144 out of 561 schools

(converted from traditional public schools) in addition

(26%) were run by CMOs. As of 2013-14, we now have

to many autonomous start-ups. Figure 14 shows there

56 CMOs in the state running a total of 339 schools

are 47 autonomous conversions as of 2013-14 and 762

(30% of all California charters). We also have about 40

autonomous start-ups.

organizations that operate two schools that appear on
the cusp of becoming CMOs. As such, while California’s

The California charter schools sector also has a large

Freestanding sector is certainly robust and growing, as

non-classroom based component (249 schools, 22%

a percentage of the movement, the CMO segment, with

of all California charters), including a small number

emphasis coming from a large number of relatively small

of virtual charter schools (27 schools).13
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FIGURE 14
Charter School Startups & Conversions by Autonomy,
2013 - 2014

CONVERSIONS
Autonomous Conversions
4% (n=47)

Non-Autonomous Startups
14% (n=160)
Non-Autonomous
Conversions
14% (n=159)

START UPS

Autonomous Startups
68% (n=762)

There are also a few ways in which the California charter

Another way in which California differs from other states

schools movement differs from the rest of the country.

is its substantial minority of charter schools (28%)

First, unlike other parts of the nation, California does

that are non-autonomous (dependent) charters. This

not have a high percentage of for-profit charter schools.

mix of district-dependent and autonomously governed

According to the National Alliance for Public Charter

charter schools is a feature uncommon throughout the

Schools, nationally in 2011-12, about 12 percent of all

nation. The proportion of non-autonomous charters has

charters schools are chartered by a for-profit educational

remained relatively constant in California over the last

management organization. In California that number

decade (between 25-30% of total charter schools).

is substantially lower—less than three percent of all
charter schools in California are chartered by a for-profit

One other markedly distinct aspect of the California

organization. This differs from other states like Michigan,

charter schools movement is the tremendous rate of

which has over 60 percent of its schools chartered by a

growth in the sector. In the past several years, California

for-profit organization.

charter schools have doubled student enrollment and
now educate more than a half million students.14
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FIGURE 15
Growth in Student Enrollment in California Charter Schools, 2007 - 2008 to 2013 - 2014

As outlined in Figure 15, in 2007-08, California

Charter
Enrollment

CA K-12
Enrollment

% Market
Share

2007 - 2008

254,345

6,275,469

4.1%

2008 - 2009

284,977

6,252,031

4.6%

2009 - 2010

316,831

6,192,121

5.1%

2010 - 2011

364,024

6,217,002

5.9%

2011 - 2012

413,579

6,220,993

6.6%

2012 - 2013

470,639

6,214,199

7.6%

2013 - 2014

514,172

6,223,992

8.3%

Year

charter schools educated only four percent
of all K-12 public students. In 2013-14, that
percentage increased to 8.3% and in particular
parts of the state (most notably Oakland, San
Jose, and Los Angeles) charters now educate
more than 20% of all public school students.

15

We project that we will double enrollment again
before our third decade as a movement in
California is complete (by 2022).
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Given the size and scope of California’s charter

Performance of Charter Management

movement, the range of charters in the state can serve

Organizations (CMOs)

as a useful microcosm for understanding charter trends

In fact, we see that schools run by CMOs in California

in the rest of the nation. For example, we can compare

are doing quite well. As illustrated in Figure 16, as of

different groups of schools within the sector and identify

2012-13, almost 40% of CMO schools (97 of 259) are

differing trends among subsets of charters in California

among the most outperforming public schools (top tenth)

that may be applicable to other states as well. Using

in California. CMO schools are also less likely than other

this diversity, we can return now to the question we

types of charter schools or traditional public schools to

posed at the beginning of this section: To what can

be among the most underperforming (only 7% in the

we attribute the improving charter school movement

bottom 10th).

in California? Are all types of charter schools equally
responsible? Amid all this growth, one hypothesis could

CMOs have maintained their strong overrepresentation

be that the California charter sector has gotten stronger

among the most outperforming schools while decreasing

because more schools are being operated by CMOs

the proportion of underperforming schools. In 2007-

and California CMOs are generally understood to be

08, CMOs made up 32% of the top tenth and 17% of

outperforming other schools. The next section explores

the bottom tenth. Now there are 37% in the top tenth

this hypothesis in more depth.

and only 7% in the bottom tenth. Dropping by 10%

16

2007 - 2008, n=182
2012 - 2013, n=258

Number of Schools

FIGURE 16
CMO Schools - Distribution on Percent Predicted API, 2007 - 2008 vs. 2012 - 2013

API IS BELOW PREDICTED

Statewide Percentile
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Bottom
5%

Bottom
10%

Bottom
25%

Top
25%

Top
10%

Top
5%

Total

%

9.89%

17.03%

25.27%

45.05%

32.42%

26.37%

100%

#

18

31

46

82

59

48

182

%

4.25%

6.95%

16.60%

52.90%

37.45%

27.80%

100%

#

11**

18***

43

137

97***

72***

259

# Schools

CMO Charters
2007 - 2008

CMO Charters
2012 - 2013

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

the proportion of schools in the bottom decile while
increasing by 5% the proportion in the top decile is
a testament to the strength of this portion of the

FIGURE 17
% of New Autonomous Start-Up
Charter Schools that are Replications

California charter schools movement.
It’s also true that an ever-greater percentage of
newly opening charter schools are replications. Of the
autonomous charters that have opened over the past
three years, we see in Figure 17 that we have grown
from one-half of those schools being replications three
years ago to two-thirds in 2013-14.
And if you look at the performance of the replicating
organizations that opened new schools in 2013-14,
you see that most are concentrated on the highest
outperforming side of the distribution. The strong
performance of those organizations’ existing schools
bodes well for the performance of their new schools.
As show in Figure 18, more than 40% of schools in
replicating organizations are performing in the top
tenth, and only six percent are performing in the
bottom tenth of all schools in California.
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Number of Schools

FIGURE 18
2013 - 2014 New Autonomous Replications are Building on Stellar Outperformance
of Replicating Organizations’ Existing Schools (Percent Predicted API in 2012 - 2013)

Statewide Percentile

API IS BELOW PREDICTED

Bottom
5%

Bottom
10%

Bottom
25%

Top
25%

Top
10%

Top
5%

Total

%

2.10%

6.29%

17.48%

55.24%

41.26%

30.07%

100%

#

3***

9**

25

79

59***

43

143

%

10.71%

17.14%

28.11%

33.07%

17.00%

11.65%

100%

#

80

128

210

247

127*

87*

747

# Schools
Autonomous
Replication
Charters

Did Not
Replicate

API IS ABOVE PREDICTED

* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001
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Growing What Succeeds in California

that CMOs are successful and growing, it conjures

The disproportionately high numbers of replications

up images of a few very large organizations opening

attached to outperforming organizations is a trend we

a large number of schools. That hasn’t happened at all.

have called out consistently in every year of the Portrait

In fact, if you look at the number of schools that have

of the Movement and this year is no exception. These

been opened in the past three years by organizations

organizations are also more likely to have the expertise,

operating ten schools or more, or even six schools or

institutions, and resources to be able to repeat their

more, the numbers are very low. Figure 19 shows that

success in a new school. It is absolutely true that we

in 2013-14, less than five percent of new schools (4 out

are growing what succeeds in California. However, it’s

of 104) were opened by organizations that had more

probably not what you think. When most people hear

than ten schools in their network.

FIGURE 19
Number of Total California Charter Schools Per Replicating Organization
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These numbers reveal that the vast number of charter

Performance of Classroom-Based Charter Schools

school replications in California are being opened by

The strong performance of classroom-based charters

small organizations with just a handful of schools in their

may be one of the most underappreciated aspects of

network. We now have more than 56 CMOs in the state

the California charter schools movement. Regardless

of California and it looks like we are on a trajectory for

of other status – CMO, single site, conversion or

having more than 100 of these organizations before the

dependent, if your child is enrolled in a classroom-based

decade is out. This is the true octane of our movement.

charter school of any kind in California, chances are they
are enrolled in a school that is doing very well compared

So in sum, a large number of successful, small CMOs

to other schools serving similar demographics. This is

have appeared in California that are driving growth,

particularly important given that as of 2013-14, nearly

and the performance of these CMOs has improved from

80% (881 of 1130) of California charter schools are

already strong outperformance five years ago. However,

classroom-based. This trend of outperformance among

there are other segments of our movement that are

classroom-based charter schools has been consistently

also helping to change the shape of performance in the

documented in all years of our Portrait of the Movement

California charter school movement. Another key reason

report. Figure 20 shows that we now have double the

for the positive improvement from a U-shape to the

students in classroom-based charter schools attending

emerging J-shape we now see is because of classroom-

schools performing in the top quartile (42%) as in the

based charter schools.

bottom quartile (18%).
2008, n=123,022
2013, n=246,142

Number of Students

FIGURE 20
Classroom-Based Charter Schools - Distribution on Percent Predicted API,
2007 - 2008 vs. 2012 - 2013

API IS BELOW PREDICTED

Statewide Percentile
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Bottom
5%

Bottom
10%

Bottom
25%

Top
25%

Top
10%

Top
5%

Total

%

8.04%

11.71%

22.20%

34.80%

23.31%

16.61%

100%

#

9,887

14,408

27,308

42,806

28,682

20,434

123,022

%

5.60%

10.10%

18.07%

41.66%

20.05%

13.94%

100%

#

13,790

24,858

44,471

102,536

49,352

34,316

246,142

# Students

Classroom-Based
Charters
2007 - 2008

Classroom-Based
Charters
2012 - 2013

For classroom-based charter schools, we display their

categories of schools are doing even better than they

performance by number of students because more than

were five years ago. As such, these key segments

three fourths of all California charter school students

of the movement have helped the overall sector

are educated in classroom-based charter schools

strengthen. What is less well recognized and arguably

(384,383 students as of 2013-14). We think it is the most

even more encouraging is the significant improvement

representative way to quantify the charter school impact;

in the nonclassroom-based charter school sector over

particularly given that the underperforming classroom-

the last five years.

based charter schools tend to serve less students.
However the trends when viewed by number of schools

Performance of Nonclassroom-Based

are similar, though slightly less pronounced. Thirty-eight

Charter Schools

percent of classroom-based charter schools are in the

Nonclassroom-based charter schools in California

top quartile vs. 25% in the bottom quartile.

make up 22% of the entire movement (249 out of
1,130 charter schools as of 2013-14). There are a

Other research has documented historically that CMO

wide variety of nonclassroom-based schools, including

schools and classroom-based charters were doing

a small percentage of virtual schools (27 schools).

well. Previous years of our Portrait of the Movement

However most are schools where students attend class

report (as well as other researchers in the case of the

at least a few times per week but where less than 80%

CMO findings) consistently highlight these performance

of instruction occurs at the school site. Historically, we

strengths for California charter schools. What is new

have documented that nonclassroom-based schools

information is the documentation of a trend that these

tend to perform less well on the Similar Students

17
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FIGURE 21
Nonclassroom-Based Charter Schools - Distribution on Percent
Predicted API, 2007 - 2008 vs. 2012 - 2013

2007 - 2008 , n=107

Number of Schools

2012 - 2013, n=146

Statewide Percentile

API IS BELOW PREDICTED

Bottom
5%

Bottom
10%

Bottom
25%

Top
25%

Top
10%

Top
5%

Total

%

14.95%

27.10%

42.99%

24.30%

13.08%

7.48%

100%

#

16

29

46

26

14

8

107

%

10.96%

19.18%

32.88%

29.45%

19.18%

10.27%

100%

#

16

28

48

43

28

15

146

# Schools

Nonclassroom-Based
2007 - 2008

Nonclassroom-Based
2012 - 2013

API IS ABOVE PREDICTED

* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001
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Measure performance spectrum. But over the past five

improvement in the California charter landscape

years we have seen an encouraging shift.

are the non-CMO (freestanding and network)

18

schools. Note: because freestanding schools
Nonclassroom-based charters have improved from a

make up 80% of this category (637 out of the 791

“reverse J” five years ago to a strengthening U-shape

non-CMO schools), we will refer to these schools

today. We see big decreases in the bottom tenth (from

as “freestanding schools” as shorthand for the entire

27% to 19%) and increases in the top tenth (from 13%

category of freestanding and network charter schools

to 19%). Interestingly, the trends are not as pronounced

for the rest of this report.

when we look at the same distribution by number of
students instead of by number of schools. We still see

Performance of Freestanding Charter Schools

a substantial decrease in the bottom 10th (from 21%

Similar to the performance of nonclassroom-based

to 16%) but not much improvement at the top of the

charter schools, in prior Portrait of the Movement

distribution (top quartile got worse, top 10th stayed flat,

reports we documented that freestanding charter

top 5% got slightly better). This may be because the size

schools tended to have a more pronounced

of nonclassroom-based schools vary widely and a few

“U-shape” with proportionally fewer outperforming

large schools (most notably virtual schools) skew the

schools than those operated by CMOs. However,

student-based distribution.

when we look at the change in the past five years,

19

we see that freestanding charter schools have
So while the strong outperformance of CMO and

also increased their performance over time. Figure

classroom-based charter schools are certainly part of

22 shows that the percentage of underperforming

the reason for the general strengthening of the California

freestanding charter schools in the bottom tiers

movement we see over the past five years, it is also true

has dropped, while the proportion of freestanding

that improvements in the nonclassroom-based sector

charters in the top tiers of performance has

are an important contributor to the change in the shape

increased.20

of the U as well. Another key, unanticipated source of
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FIGURE 22
Freestanding Charter Schools - Distribution on Percent Predicted API,
2007 - 2008 vs. 2012 - 2013

2007 - 2008, n=379

Number of Schools

2012 - 2013, n=631

Statewide Percentile

API IS BELOW PREDICTED

# Schools

API IS ABOVE PREDICTED

Bottom
5%

Bottom
10%

Bottom
25%

Top
25%

Top
10%

Top
5%

Total

Freestanding
Charters
2007 - 2008

%

17.68%

23.48%

40.37%

25.33%

16.36%

9.50%

100%

#

67*

89

153

96

62

36

379

Freestanding
Charters
2012 - 2013

%

11.41%

18.86%

30.43%

29.95%

14.10%

9.19%

100%

#

72

119

192

189

89

58

631

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

Five years ago, 40% of freestanding charters were in the bottom quartile. Now it’s only 30%. This gradual progress
and shift of underperforming to more outperforming schools among the freestanding charters is also another reason
for improvement in the California charter schools movement over the last five years. But there is yet still more to the
story. In the next section we take a look at a small subset of schools that show a surprising uptick of performance:
autonomous conversion charter schools.
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Performance of Autonomous

board), you see that almost 50% of these schools (23

Conversion Charter Schools

of 51 schools) are in the top quartile of the distribution.

Another encouraging, though underappreciated
phenomenon in California is the emergence of a strong

While we recognize that this is a relatively small number

segment of fully autonomous conversion charter schools.

of schools on which to draw conclusions, when you

As mentioned in the “Key Characteristics” section, about

consider the average size of these schools (1,000

a quarter of conversion charter schools in operation

students enrolled per autonomous conversion school

as of 2013-14 are autonomous. The fully autonomous

as compared to 425 students per autonomous start-up),

conversion charter schools show a surprising difference

the results seem all the more positive. We believe that

in performance as compared to their non-autonomous

the capacity in this segment of the California charter

counterparts. Conversion charter schools as a whole

school movement should be appreciated more fully.

are relatively evenly distributed across the spectrum

Several organizations are now beginning to operate

of performance (see Appendix B for more detail). But

multiple conversions or to open new start-up schools.

when you isolate just the autonomous conversions (i.e.

We believe that many of these organizations’ growth

those not primarily controlled by their authorizing school

should be encouraged, particularly given the strong
outperformance these schools are generating.

Number of Schools

FIGURE 23
Autonomous Conversion Charter Schools - Distribution on Percent Predicted API, 2012 - 2013

API IS BELOW PREDICTED

Statewide Percentile
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Bottom
5%

Bottom
10%

Bottom
25%

Top
25%

Top
10%

Top
5%

Total

%

3.92%

11.76%

17.65%

45.10%

17.65%

9.80%

100%

#

2

6

9

23

9

5

51

%

1.55%

3.10%

13.18%

28.68%

9.30%

4.65%

100%

#

2

4

17

37

12

6

129

# Schools

Autonomous
Conversions21

Non-autonomous
Conversions

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

So in sum, we have discussed some previously

Performance of Non-autonomous Charter Schools

understood trends that are contributing to the general

As mentioned in the “Key Characteristics” section,

strengthening of the California charter movement

California is unique from other states in its proportion

(CMOs and classroom-based charters) as well as

of the movement (28%) that is comprised of non-

some new, unanticipated segments of our movement

autonomous (“district-dependent”) charters. Perhaps

that are improving (nonclassroom-based charters,

unsurprisingly, these organizations tend to perform

freestanding, and autonomous conversions). We now

very much like district (traditional public) schools do.

turn our attention to a sector of the movement with flat
performance that looks very similar to traditional public

This is intuitive because these charter schools are being

schools: the non-autonomous charters.

operated by school districts. As shown in Figure 24
below, non-autonomous charter schools have roughly
the same proportion of schools in the top and bottom
of the distribution as do traditional public schools (e.g.,
22% vs. 25% in the bottom quartile and 30% vs. 24% in
the top quartile).
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FIGURE 24
Non-autonomous vs. Autonomous Charter Schools Distribution on Percent Predicted API, 2012 - 2013

Non-Autonomous

Number of Schools

Autonomous

Statewide Percentile

API IS BELOW PREDICTED

Bottom
5%

Bottom
10%

Bottom
25%

Top
25%

Top
10%

Top
5%

Total

%

10.82%

17.53%

28.05%

39.02%

24.24%

17.68%

100%

#

71***

115***

184

256

159***

116***

656

%

5.13%

9.40%

21.79%

29.91%

11.54%

5.98%

100%

#

12

22

51

70

27

14

234

%

4.47%

9.33%

24.83%

23.59%

8.66%

3.83%

100%

#

327***

683

1,817

1,726

634***

280***

7,318

# Schools, 2012 - 2013

Autonomous
Charter Schools

Non-autonomous
Charter Schools

Traditional
Public Schools

API IS ABOVE PREDICTED

* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001
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To summarize, we have seen that California’s charter

The Role of Charter School Closure in the

sector has strengthened for multiple reasons. We

Strengthening of the California Movement

have a vastly expanding charter school sector and

Another key reason for the improvement in the

are growing what is succeeding. Within almost all

charter shape of the U is that disproportionately more

segments of the charter school movement – CMO,

underperforming charter schools are closing. Schools

freestanding, classroom-based, nonclassroom-based

close due to declining enrollment, revocation or non-

and autonomous conversions – there has been

renewal of the charter by the authorizing entity. Figure

considerable strengthening. In fact the only place we

25 below shows the distribution of schools that closed

haven’t seen much progress is in the district-dependent

in 2012-13. Of the 40 charter schools that closed that

(non-autonomous) charter school segment, which has

year, 25 had data allowing us to run our full analysis.

historically performed very much like traditional public

Of those 25, eight (32%) were in the bottom tenth,

schools, and continues to do so today.

and 15 (60%) were in the bottom quartile. The fact that
one-third of these closed schools were in the bottom

Does this brief summary fully explain the improvement

ten percent of all schools statewide and almost two-

we have seen in the California charter schools

thirds were in the bottom 25 percent provides evidence

movement over the last five years? The answer is

that underperforming schools are closing.

no; we have, in fact, left out one very important, very
under-appreciated dynamic at play in California’s charter
school sector. That is the role of charter school closure,
something that is happening at a scale that very few are
aware of.

“advances in quality rest in no small way on the resolve to close schools.”
- The Center for Research on Education Outcomes (CREDO) National Charter School Study, 2013
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Number of Schools

FIGURE 25
Distribution of Charter Schools that Closed in 2012 - 2013

API IS BELOW PREDICTED

Statewide Percentile

API IS ABOVE PREDICTED

Looking back over the past five years, we see this trend holding steady. As shown in Figure 26, over the past five years,
on average more than two out of five closed charter schools have been in the bottom 10%, while less than one out of five
closed charters has been in the top 10%.
FIGURE 26
Performance of Closed Charter Schools by Year
Year Closed

Total
Closed

Total with
Valid Data22

# and (%) in
Bottom 10%

# and (%) in
Bottom 25%

# and (%) in
Top 10%

2008 - 2009

29

17

10 (58.8%)***

12 (70.6%)**

3 (17.6%)

2009 - 2010

15

4

1 (25.0%)

2 (50.0%)

0 (0.0%)

2010 - 2011

30

16

3 (18.8%)

6 (37.5%)

7 (43.8%)

2011 - 2012

29

19

11 (57.9%)***

13 (68.4%)**

2 (10.5%)

2012 - 2013

40

25

8 (32.0%)*

15 (60.0%)***

2 (8.0%)

143

81

33 (40.7%)

48 (59.3%)

14 (17.3%)

Total: 2008 - 2009
to 2012 - 2013
* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001
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FIGURE 27
Performance of Charter Schools that Closed vs. Charters that Remained Open, 2012 - 2013

Bottom
5%

Bottom
10%

Bottom
25%

Top
25%

Top
10%

Top
5%

Total

%

9.02%

14.91%

25.43%

37.46%

21.27%

14.80%

100%

#

78

129

220

324

184

128

865

%

20.00%

32.00%

60.00%

8.00%

8.00%

8.00%

100%

#

5

8*

15

2

2

2

25

# Schools, 2012 - 2013

Charters That
Remained Open

Charters
That Closed

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

Figure 27 shows that the charter schools that

Putting the Data in Context:

closed in 2012-13 were far more likely to be on

A Word About the Meaning of These Results

the underperforming end of the spectrum than

CCSA is aware that there is a broad discussion

were charter schools that remained open. The

underway within society about the role of standardized

trend of underperforming charters being more likely

tests and whether results on tests should be the

to close, identified in every year of the Portrait of the

only outcomes that we care about in terms of school

Movement, is an important step in the improvement

performance. The answer, of course, is no – there are

and strengthening of the California charter school sector.

a wide variety of measures that matter when it comes
to educating children and supporting them to achieve

This final trend helps complete the picture. The California

successful life outcomes as a result of a positive, high

charter schools movement is a large and diverse sector

quality schooling experience.

serving a half million public school students and growing
every year while making significant improvements in

So why then focus our accountability efforts on the API

academic performance. That performance has been

system? First, because it is objective and measurable,

driven by quality growth, strengthening of results across

which is very important. This is particularly relevant in

many segments of our movement, and the closure of

a state like California where the vast majority of charter

underperforming schools.

schools are authorized by their school districts (with
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whom they are in competition for students and funding).

So, while we don’t have results that are empirically

Without objective measurable outcomes upon which

conclusive along these lines, it is our strong sense that

to base renewal decisions, the conflicts of interest

the improvement in California’s charter schools on API

that school districts have would certainly result in

over the past five years is symptomatic of a broader

inappropriate renewal decisions.

strengthening of these schools on a wide variety of
indicators of school success.

But secondly, and equally as important, we know from
prior research that strong API results are correlated
with other positive school attributes, and poor API
results are correlated with negative school attributes.
This is particularly evident when you control for student
demographics in the API, as we do with our Similar
Students Measure. Before we moved forward with
the accountability framework we describe later in this
document, we sent out teams of researchers to visit
approximately 60 of the lowest performing charter
schools (on API) in the state.23 And we clearly saw
that if a school had a low API and consistently
underperformed compared to other schools in the
state serving similar student populations, it was likely
to be struggling on a wide variety of other issues as well.
The report suggested many overlapping correlations:
poor governance, poor leadership, teacher turnover,
low parent involvement, poor financial management
and other operational support, poor school culture,
poor attendance, poor professional development, low
student expectations – basically all the things that are
now talked about as important within the California Local
Control Accountability Plan (“LCAP”) and many other
new accountability systems that are coming into place
in California and elsewhere.
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Part 2 | How and Why Did These Results Come About?
The Broader Landscape

for results, we believed we would see a rapid decline

So the next question becomes, how did these results

in quality. And if schools sense that there is in fact

come about? Of course, offering any answer to that

meaningful accountability in place, we theorized schools

question requires some degree of speculation. But our

would respond quickly and improve their results so as

unique place in the charter school landscape over the

to ensure the viability of their respective organizations.

past five years has allowed us to see things that many
others might not have the opportunity to see.

With that in mind, we set about attempting to insert
into the charter school landscape in California as

First we have to acknowledge that many closures

much accountability for results that could be created

happened for reasons having nothing to do with CCSA.

by an organization such as CCSA. To do so, we first

The state budget crisis led many weaker organizations

focused on the need to define unacceptably low levels

to close. Often there was a correlation between low

of performance. That means, that we did not attempt

academic performance and financial problems at the

to define what constitutes quality. This is important. We

school site. With budgets so tight, just a few parents

observe in our movement that many others attempt to

leaving a school for academic performance reasons

start their accountability efforts by defining quality. This,

can trigger further budgetary problems that lead to a

in our view, is exactly the wrong thing to do. The reason

spiraling effect often resulting in school closure. As such,

is that it is incredibly difficult, if not impossible, to create

while many school closures ostensibly occurred for

a definition of quality that will apply to the variety of

non-academic reasons, closer analysis of each situation

schools that exist within most charter school sectors.

often reveals that academic shortcomings were at the

Imagine, using our well-known CMOs as a lens for a

heart of these schools’ demise.

moment, attempting to find a single definition that would
say that the schools of KIPP, High Tech High, Aspire,

The Role of the California Charter Schools

and Green Dot are all quality schools? We believe

Association & Its Academic Accountability Framework

such a definition simply doesn’t exist.

As far as our role goes, first, we recognized that the
mixed performance of the charter school sector was

Meanwhile, defining unacceptably low levels of

(and still is) a huge problem for our movement, perhaps

performance is far easier. Could we come up with a

the greatest threat that charter schools face, and one

single measure for all those schools that nearly all of

that few have been willing to tackle with the urgency that

them would agree would identify a level of performance

we think is needed. Secondly, we hypothesized that the

that is unacceptably low? While it is difficult, and you

charter school sector is highly sensitive to the presence

have to do the work very carefully, our experience leads

of perceived meaningful accountability. If schools sense

us to conclude that such a definition in fact can be

that there is little if any meaningful accountability in place

made. This is why we encourage all within our sector
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nationally to first focus efforts on identifying the low bar.

three years, and 3) a control for how schools are doing
given the demographic of students they are serving

Secondly, we left aside the issue of what to do with the

(the Similar Students Measure). We recommend that

subset of California charter schools that are serving truly

a framework include a two-step process. First, we rely

alternative student populations. This is another challenge

on our three-pronged criteria as a bar for minimum

we see holding back accountability efforts elsewhere

performance drawn purely from publically available

across the nation. What to do with those schools that

data and based upon how schools have performed

are working almost exclusively with incarcerated youth,

on the framework. This serves as a filtering mechanism.

those who have dropped out, students who are in foster

Second, schools that fall below this minimum bar should

care or homeless, or many other special populations?

have the benefit of a deeper “second look” process

Plain and simply, we think these schools should have

where they may provide a variety of other academic

their own accountability systems, and that it is counter-

performance data that might show growth or success

productive to labor to find a single accountability system

that is not picked up by a state’s accountability system.

that is sophisticated enough to include these schools as
well. Fortunately, in California, we have the Alternative

We then had an extensive period of piloting,

School Assessment Model (ASAM), and those charter

communication, engagement, and roll-out.

schools that are identified as ASAM schools are waived

The framework was tested for two years, including

from our accountability framework. We would encourage

extensive peer review with technical experts and

other states to do the same.

engagement with the CCSA member schools.
We also engaged in the activities described below.

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

CCSA Publicized The Problem of Underperforming

of minimum academic performance standards. At

Charter Schools in California

CCSA, we were fortunate to have our Member Council,
representatives of virtually all school regions and

Publicizing Performance

school types in the state. They were the leaders and

In January of 2011, CCSA released its first annual

champions of this effort. They also served as a critical

“Portrait of the Movement” publication showing the

cross-check, ensuring that the accountability framework

performance of all California charter schools and

we were designing did not punish any specific type of

identifying performance trends within the sector. Rather

charter school or pedagogical approach (such as dual

than comparing averages as many studies had done

immersion schools, nonclassroom-based schools,

before, this research revealed that charter schools had

or schools serving high percentages of historically

higher concentrations of schools at both ends of the

underserved students). Working with our Member

performance spectrum (a U-shape). The report received

Council, we developed an accountability framework that

national recognition, including the Award for Excellence

takes into account 1) academic status (as measured by

in Advancing Knowledge from the National Alliance of

schools’ nominal API score), 2) academic growth over

Charter School Authorizers. CCSA has continued to

Part 2 | How and Why Did These Results Come About?

39

release a Portrait of the Movement report annually.

guide support conversations with struggling schools.

Also in 2011, CCSA completed a deep dive study into

We did this on a pilot basis for a year even before

the 60 lowest performing charter schools in California

finalizing our framework, to ensure schools would

to ensure the validity and reliability of our metrics and

have adequate time to get used to and respond to

also to engage schools in dialogue about which kinds

the minimum academic accountability criteria. We

of supports would be most helpful. This study also

also developed “charter school attribute reports” that

served as a useful mechanism to cross check the validity

illuminated performance among different types of charter

of new proposed quantitative measures with qualitative

schools (for example the performance of classroom-

data gathered during these extensive school visits

based compared to nonclassroom-based charter

statewide.

schools).

24

Empowering Parents and the Public with Better Data

Media Strategies

To ensure key charter school stakeholders, such as

CCSA also leveraged a long-standing media campaign

parents and elected officials, understood the range

to raise awareness about the need for improved

of performance in charter schools, CCSA launched

accountability systems for charter schools. This has

a dedicated website with public data files showing

included publications and news releases on a CCSA

performance of all schools. In addition to individual

web page dedicated to accountability, videos highlighting

school and school comparison reports, CCSA also

charter school leaders’ commitment to and call for higher

created regional reports and interactive maps showing

standards, op-eds, and targeted social media, online,

school academic outcomes.

and broadcast media. As we encountered misinformation
and myths about charter schools in general as

Holding up a Mirror to Schools

well as their academic performance, we constantly

and Categories of Schools

and proactively sought opportunities with targeted

CCSA also engaged directly with school leaders and

populations and specific milestones to tell the charter

charter school authorizers to discuss performance.

movement story as a whole and to empower members

At regional meetings across the state and at other

and their supporters to tell their individual school and

in-person gatherings and through online webinars

family stories.

and other virtual meetings, we gathered feedback and
input from our members. We also provided early warning

Annual Call for Non-renewal and

and support. The framework was tested for two years,

Non-replication of Underperforming Schools

including extensive peer review with technical experts

Finally, when we had properly set the stage, we went

and engagement with the CCSA member schools.

forward with a call for closure of schools below our
minimum academic accountability criteria. We also

Every year since 2010, CCSA has issued academic

advocated that authorizers deny underperforming charter

accountability report cards to all charter schools to

schools’ plans for replication until such time as they have

provide transparency and early warning, as well as to

improved the performance of their flagship school. And
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we did so publically. We have publically called for the

significant numbers of public schools – charter or non

closure of charter schools in renewal below our minimum

– being held accountable. What we believe we have

criteria since December of 2011. And nearly half of the

shown in California is that is definitely not the case.

schools whose closure we called for were actually closed

And what we believe we have shown, at least from a

down. This has accounted for only a small percentage

state association perspective, is that if you do this work

of the closures in the state. But it has helped create an

right, you can keep the vast majority of your members

environment where dynamics are more tipped toward

behind you.

the non-renewal of underperforming schools.
In addition to advocating for the closure of
Meanwhile, parallel to these efforts, we have worked

underperforming schools, CCSA is working hard to

to assist with the closure of many other schools that

ensure the new schools that are opened are strong

were low performing but which were not officially on

from the start. The next section provides more detail

our list at the moment of closure. We have seen, for

on these efforts.

example, that schools that were included on a list one
year but not denied renewal, were closed in subsequent

CCSA Provided Support to Increase

years. We have also seen an encouraging number of

the Quality of Schools in the Pipeline

voluntary closures. In the process of doing this work,

In 2007-08, our data showed that we had an

we have constantly reiterated that we believe that a

unacceptably high number of underperforming charter

significant number of closures happening is a sign of a

schools and that charter school performance had

healthy charter school sector, and we have attempted

dropped precipitously.25 We knew a huge contributing

to avoid any undue criticism of operators of schools that

factor was that a very large number of underperforming

have missed our bar. We think this is important. Often

schools had been allowed to open in the years

we are asked if we revoke the membership of schools

immediately preceding the drop-off. These alarming

whose closure we are calling for. And our answer

statistics further strengthened our resolve to support

is always no. We want to be there to assist school

charter developers such that the new schools that open

communities – students, parents, school employees and

are academically strong. We recognize the vital need to

others – through the difficult process of school closure.

screen applicants so that only those with the requisite

Do schools sometimes get mad at us and refuse our

commitment and capacity are permitted to open schools.

help? Absolutely, and this is understandable. But over

And we are firm in our commitment to make sure we

time, we think the general posture that we are taking

don’t ever see a similar drop-off in performance in future

is contributing to a broader comfort level with public

years. To achieve these outcomes, we engage in the

schools actually being held accountable. Think about

following school development support activities.

it: in the past five years, to repeat, 143 charter schools
have closed, and virtually no one is paying any attention

We scan the landscape and stay on top of virtually

to it. It wasn’t so long ago that people in our movement

any new school that is in development in the state

worried that the public might not have the stomach for

Since the organization’s inception, CCSA has staffed
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a team of charter school development support experts

and information to support development success. By

to help support and accelerate the growth of high

providing clear benchmarks with the needed resources,

quality charter schools in California. CCSA’s School

and scaffolding key steps, quality teams are prepared

Development and Support team knows the local

to withstand the scrutiny of the authorization processes.

requirements of authorizers throughout the state

If developing teams do not meet these benchmarks,

and advises developing schools on the key charter

CCSA encourages them to improve their team capacity

requirements, best practices and advocacy strategies

to address the deficiencies. If no progress is made, and

to optimize success. While California education code

the development team decides to pursue authorization

lays out the requirements for approving new charter

anyway, then CCSA does not provide public support in

schools, local districts often have specific expectations

the authorization process.

for both the authorization process and the charter
petition. CCSA’s school development team has regional

The developers who take the higher level of support

representatives who help developers understand and

from us, tend to open schools falling on the right

navigate these requirements, so that developing schools

side of the performance spectrum

meet the legal requirements tailored to local formats, as

When we analyze the academic performance of new

well as any additional requirements and applicable best

charter schools that worked with CCSA’s School

practices.

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

We provide as much support as developers

from CCSA were less likely to have far below-predicted

are willing to take from us. In general, we find

performance and nearly three times as likely to have

developers very receptive to our suggestions.

far above-predicted performance. The 61 new charter

Effective charter development is hard work that requires

schools in the “high impact” category in Figure 28 below

specialized skills and capacity, deep understandings

were members of CCSA’s Developer Member program,

and connections to local community, and the drive

received charter petition review support, received

and passion to navigate what can be a multi-year

start-up grant funding through CCSA and/or otherwise

road to opening a new charter school. CCSA’s school

received significant technical assistance from CCSA

development team provides critical feedback and

during the 2010-11 or 2011-12 school years. They are

guidance at every step of the way so that new school

compared to the 184 “not high impact” new charter

teams have a realistic perspective of their strengths and

schools that opened during these years.26

areas of weakness, as well as the technical support
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FIGURE 28
New Charter Schools Receiving Higher Support from CCSA More Likely to Outperform

Not High Impact (n=184)
High Impact (n=61)

We support the replication efforts

etc.), we help ease the strain of authorization so

of high performing schools

that these schools can move on to what they do best:

In recent years, research evidence has become

providing high quality education opportunities to students

increasingly clear that a replicating organization’s new

and communities.

schools are likely to have the same performance – for
better or worse – as its founding school.27 In keeping

When necessary, we work hard to dissuade

with this paradigm, CCSA has worked to facilitate the

those who are not ready from opening

replication of high performing charter schools through

CCSA takes an active role in helping members

proactively outreaching to prospective candidates, as

recognize deficiencies and build strategies to

well as aligning supports and reducing development

address them, ensuring that quality and capacity are

roadblocks for these schools. While these experienced

paramount in making the decision to move forward

schools typically require less intensive support, many

with authorization and opening. Occasionally we find

veteran developers still run into challenges. By working

schools that are not ready and/or are not willing to take

to identify, encourage, and develop resources tailored

our suggestions. Some examples of schools that are not

to the major challenges facing this group of replicators

ready are highlighted below:

(such as facilities, funding, authorizing, talent pipeline,
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•

Often groups that start this work are not fully

against a school replication if the flagship school is

developed and are missing key experience on the

below CCSA’s Minimum Criteria, as we did in February

founding team. We will work with these teams to

of 2013.

address basic structures, while the team recruits

•

additional members or builds their internal capacity.

We believe this overall recipe of support and tough-

We emphasize that it’s about more than getting

love for developers in the pipeline is helping California

approved. They have to be able to launch and

avoid a repeat of 2006-07 when too many unprepared

successfully run the school as well.

developers were allowed to open.

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.

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
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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.
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Part 3 | Looking Forward
This report details the many ways in which California’s

update our accountability framework to incorporate

charter schools have made significant sector-wide

the far higher quality data that will now be available for

improvements in overall academic performance and

the first time. Second, we recognize that, as Common

the role CCSA has played in accelerating this progress

Core is being implemented by states across the nation,

by pursuing an assertive academic accountability

CCSA has the potential to develop an accountability

agenda. While we’d like to continue with our current

framework that could be easily adopted by nearly

efforts to further the positive results now emerging in

any state in the nation, affording us an opportunity at

California, broader changes in the education landscape

nationwide impact that was simply not possible during

put this work at an unprecedented moment of great

the prior era when transporting accountability systems

risk and opportunity. California, like many states in the

across states was technically challenging if not outright

nation, has embraced the Common Core and will now

impossible. We know that the Common Core standards

be making the transition to a whole new system of

are rigorous and promote deeper student learning,

assessments and accountability. This will make CCSA’s

emphasizing critical thinking skills and creativity rather

prior academic accountability framework – based upon

than rote memorization. Moreover, they are anchored

the state’s old Academic Performance Index (API) –

in the goal of ensuring all students graduate ready for

obsolete. This, in turn will result in a multi-year period

college and careers, and reflect the knowledge and

when the data CCSA was previously using to inform

skills most valued by employers and higher education.

our academic accountability work will no longer be

At this crossroads moment of unique opportunity and

available. As such, we recognize that we are entering a

vulnerability in the face of increasing attack and eroding

moment of considerable risk, one where, should we not

support for Common Core, we will look to bolster public

quickly be able to re-establish a workable framework for

support for these rigorous standards in California so that

academic accountability, we could see significant loss of

their full promise for students will be realized.

momentum, or worse yet actual backsliding in our multiyear effort to improve the academic performance of the

CCSA intends to seize this unprecedented moment of

overall charter school sector.

risk and opportunity by launching into the development
of a new academic accountability framework that fully

At the same time, CCSA sees that the shift to the

incorporates the Smarter Balanced assessments

Common Core is actually a moment of immense

linked to the Common Core. As we have learned in

opportunity for the Association and for our broader

our first five years of doing this work, it is absolutely

movement. First, we are deeply aware that Common

essential that we do this work in the right way in order to

Core assessments are nearly certain to be far more

generate the levels of buy-in from charter school leaders

sophisticated measures of student learning than what

needed to ensure success. That involves embarking

has been available previously, and we are eager to

upon an exhaustively thorough process of developing
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a framework that is both technically sophisticated

and through online webinars and other virtual

and deeply understood and trusted by stakeholders

meetings.

throughout the movement. Based upon our efforts to
make our first accountability framework, we know that

•

and the general public about how schools are doing

the effort to create a new framework will include the

relative to the new proposed minimum expectations.

following steps:
•

Once we have piloted the framework, we will resume
the call for closure and begin to advocate once again

Developing the technical knowledge necessary

for the non-renewal of schools missing the newly

to create appropriate preliminary minimum

identified minimum performance expectations.

performance expectations based upon new Common
Core assessments. This includes understanding the

Publishing findings in regular reports for members

•

We also plan to begin outreach and technical

assessments deeply, accessing data from a variety

assistance efforts to other state associations

of sources, conducting extensive technical statistical

wishing to adopt or make use of significant portions

analyses to determine appropriate cut points and

of the new CCSA Common Core Accountability

controls to account for student demographics, and

Framework.

pressure testing these across different categories of

•

schools. We will also cross check the validity of new

By re-establishing an academic accountability framework

proposed quantitative measures with qualitative data

as quickly as possible to provide constructive pressure

gathered during extensive school visits statewide.

to the overall charter school sector in California, we

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.

•

can continue to accelerate ever greater levels of
performance relative to traditional public schools. At
the most tangible level, this will mean being able to get
back online perhaps two-to-three years earlier than
would otherwise be possible for a reliable accountability

Engaging with membership to increase the buy-

framework strong enough to begin using for high stakes

in across the sector. As learned from our prior

accountability decisions. Furthermore, in partnership

experience doing this work, this includes extensive

with similarly minded charter associations across the

engagement with our Member Council to serve as

country, we should also be able to begin moving our

the first sounding board for our new framework,

accountability work across the nation in ways that will

including specifically engaging with representatives

catalyze similar strengthening of charter performance

of various school types to make sure that the new

in states across the nation. We hope this will mean

framework does not inappropriately target any

that, before the decade is out, we will be working in

particular kind of school such as dual immersion or

close collaboration with at least a dozen other states to

credit recovery programs. We will also gather input

support the development of an assertive accountability

from members more broadly across the state at

agenda reminiscent of the groundbreaking work that is

regional meetings and other in-person gatherings

happening in California today.
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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

prediction on an annual basis, as well as over a period

A central purpose of CCSA’s academic accountability

of three years.

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

The SSM allows us to identify schools that
are far outperforming or underperforming their
predicted API score, given the demographics
of the students they are serving.

modeling, an approach used by researchers across
the field. The measure compares a school’s Academic

The Percent Predicted API is then categorized into

Performance Index “API,” as calculated by the California

performance bands. If a school is within one standard

Department of Education (CDE), to a predicted API (or

error of its prediction, it is categorized as Within

Annual School Performance Prediction “ASPP”). The

Predicted, in order to account for the margin of error

Annual School Performance Prediction (ASPP) not

associated with the predictions. Schools outside of that

only includes academic performance indicators from

range are categorized as Above or Below Predicted,

state assessments, but also uses the demographic

and schools far outside of that range (two standard

characteristics of a school’s student body to calculate

deviations or more) are categorized as Far Above or

a predicted API score unique to each school and its

Far Below Predicted. Note that all charter and traditional

demographic characteristics. The school’s actual API

public schools that are designated as alternative school

score is then compared to the predicted API score. The

accountability model (“ASAM”), Alternative, or have

resulting difference between these two values is the

fewer than 50 test-takers included in their API are

Percent Predicted API, enabling researchers to identify

excluded. The following visual in Figure 29 illustrates

schools that perform significantly over and under their

how this process works:

FIGURE 29
School A

Predicted API:

790

Based on demographics: such
as: 69% Free/Reduced Price
Lunch, 18% English Learners
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School A

Actual API:

905

Percent Predicted API:
905/790=

115%
(Meaning this school exceeded
its prediction by 15%)

School A

Annual School
Performance Prediction
Band:

Far Above
Predicted
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The Similar Students Measure (SSM) uses three years

However, as long as we continue to have a proportionally

of annual Percent Predicted API results and their

larger share of chronically underperforming schools that

resulting Annual School Performance Prediction Bands

populate the far left side of the U we will continue to

to identify patterns of performance for charter schools.

reaffirm our commitment to work with lower performing

The resulting SSM provides a measure of relative

schools to improve their outcomes and/or advocate for

performance, estimating the value that schools add to

the closure of underperforming schools.

the gifts and challenges students bring to their school
experience. So, continuing the example above, if School

It is also important to note that because the SSM is

A were listed as “Far Above” in years 1 and 2 and then

a relative measure of under- and outperformance

“Within” in its third year, its three-year SSM band would

(compared to a school’s prediction), there are schools

be “Above Most Years.” In conjunction with absolute

on the far left of the distribution that have high actual

measure of academic status and growth, the SSM

APIs (for example, if a school is predicted to have an

guides CCSA’s efforts to define minimum performance

API of 900 but has an actual API of 805, they would be

standards for charter schools.

considered to be underperforming given their student
demographics. They would have a low Percent Predicted

The SSM is a check of the vital signs of the charter

API and would appear on the underperforming side of

movement. This measure relies on school level data

the distribution. Conversely, there are schools on the

and shows whether schools exceeded, met or fell short

far right (outperforming) side of the distribution that

of their predicted API scores. As described above, the

have low actual APIs. In other words, if a school has

SSM is not a growth measure or even an improvement

an API of 750 but was predicted to be at 610 based on

measure. At its core, the Similar Students Measure is a

how all other schools in the state are performing with

3-year compilation of annual snapshots. These annual

similar student demographics, we would consider this

snapshots attempt to approximate a school’s “value-add”

school to be outperforming. We recognize that this is

by measuring the degree to which a school outperformed

only one measure of student performance and should

or underperformed the API we would have predicted

be considered in combination with a school’s actual

it to have that year based on student demographics

API and growth over time when it comes to determining

(based on how all other schools serving similar students

academic accountability for the school. Figure 30 shows

performed in that same year). We do see encouraging

the distribution of schools’ actual APIs within each

signs in the overrepresentation of charter schools on the

Percent Predicted API band.

far left side of the U.
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FIGURE 30
Charter Schools Distribution on Percent Predicted API
by Actual API Score

Low API

Medium API

High API

High API
Actual 2012-13 API Growth Score is 845 or above (top third of charter schools) (statewide rank of 7, 8, 9, or 10)
Medium API
Actual API score is between 767 and 845 (middle third)
Low API
Actual API score is below 767 – (bottom third of charter schools) (statewide rank of 1, 2, or 3)

Limitations

but regression predictions are still just estimates of

CCSA uses the Similar Students Measure as an

relationships between variables.28 There is an inherent

improvement upon current efforts in the identification

level of imprecision in any statistical measure, which

of underperforming charters, but does not use or

here is further exacerbated by an aggregated school-

recommend it as the sole system for evaluating schools.

level assessment of a composite dependent variable,

As with all measures, there are limitations. These are

the API. That is why it was important to take the standard

described below.

errors into account when producing these measures.

The regression models associated with the SSM reach

The API was used as the performance variable in our

high levels of validity and have been found to be reliable,

measures because it has been the publicly available
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state measure of school performance. There are two

for schools that either have a specific research-based

reasons why API is less than ideal as the dependent

program such as Waldorf or Montessori (where the

variable. First, API scores are themselves the result of

curriculum is designed to culminate in high performance

mathematical calculations and represent a composite

at higher grade levels, which may not be evident in

assessment of performance on a number of other

earlier grade levels), or that have a high percentage

metrics and student test results. Second, the API

of students with a disability or other special needs, but

is a measure that changes regularly and represents

are not a special education school. These metrics were

a distribution that fluctuates annually.

designed to serve as a trigger for further review and a
deeper assessment of a school’s effectiveness, not as

Because traditional public schools comprise the vast

the only point upon which to make those decisions. The

majority of the sample being assessed, those schools’

SSM is intended to flag consistently underperforming

performance and variable relationships are primarily

schools for a deeper review of additional measures

driving the regression models. There are a number

of school performance, including status, growth and

of variables specific to charter schools that are not

individual student progress metrics.

taken into account, which would likely alter the results.
However, given that charter school accountability

While CCSA believes these metrics are an improvement

is primarily about whether or not charters are

on the existing measures in law for charter renewal,

outperforming their traditional public school counterparts,

longitudinally linked, individual student growth data is

this approach is appropriate for these purposes.

the ideal source for most appropriately assessing a
school’s performance. Because the Similar Students

As was stated earlier, the Similar Students Measure

Measure is calculated with aggregate school level data,

is only one measure of school performance, and

it is an approximation of value-added modeling. True

it is a relative measure. That being the case, this

value-added modeling requires individual student data

measure cannot and should not stand alone as the

connected to the schools and educators instructing

only assessment of a school’s performance or as the

those students.

arbitrator of a school’s future. This is particularly the case
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Appendix B | Additional Findings
A.
Academic Performance in Charter Schools’ Historically Disadvantaged Student
Populations (English Learner, African-American, and Latino Students)

FIGURE 31
Percent of schools serving a majority of historically disadvantaged student populations
that are among the most outperforming (top 5 or 10%) of all public schools statewide

Student Group

Percent of Charter Students
in the Top 10% Schools

Percent of Charter Students
in the Top 5% Schools

English Learner

30%

22%

African American

27%

19%

Latino

26%

19%

Low-Income

27%

19%

The prevailing educational wisdom has been that

top tenth percentile and five-to-six times more likely

student performance can be predicted by language,

to be in the top fifth percentile). Also encouraging is

race and socioeconomic status. Charter schools have

that these schools are not more likely than traditional

shown that students of ALL backgrounds can excel

public schools to be among the underperforming schools

when given the appropriate opportunities, regardless

in the state. These figures suggest that historically

of their demographics. Strikingly, as shown in Figure 32

disadvantaged students have a much greater likelihood

below, charter schools serving historically disadvantaged

of academic success in a charter school than in a

students are likely to be among the most outperforming

traditional public school.

schools in the state (three times more likely to be in the
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FIGURE 32
Charter school students are much more likely to be enrolled in an outperforming school

Student Group

Likelihood of the Charter Student
Being Enrolled in a Top 10% School

Likelihood of the Charter Student
Being Enrolled in a Top 5% School

English Learner

3x

5.5x

African American

3x

6.33x

2.9x

4.75x

3x

4.75x

Latino
Low-Income

The following graphs in Figure 33 further exemplify charter successes with historically disadvantaged students. Most
English Learner, African-American, and Latino students attend charters that are among the best schools in the state.
In a slight departure from other student-level analyses, Figure 33 weights school-level scores by the number of students
tested in that particular group. It is particularly interesting to see that for each of these groups, the number of students
served by schools in the top five percent of all schools, is more than double the size of any other single group.

FIGURE 33
Percent Predicted API for Charter Schools Serving Historically Disadvantaged Students, 2012 - 2013

Number of Students

Charter English Learners, Percent Predicted API 2012 - 2013

API IS BELOW PREDICTED
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Number of Students

Charter Latino Students, Percent Predicted API 2012 - 2013

API IS BELOW PREDICTED

Statewide Percentile

API IS ABOVE PREDICTED

Number of Students

Charter African American Students, Percent Predicted API 2012 - 2013

API IS BELOW PREDICTED
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The table below in Figure 34 reveals the percentages and numbers of students behind these J-shapes. While charters
and traditional public schools are nearly equally likely to be in the bottom 10%, charter schools serving historically
disadvantaged students are far more likely to be concentrated at the high (outperforming) end of the performance
distributions.
FIGURE 34
Percent Predicted API
Demographics

Charter
English
Learners
Traditional

Charter
African
American
Students
Traditional

Charter
Latino
Students
Traditional

Bottom 5%

Bottom 10%

Top 10%

Top 5%

%

5%

8%

30%

22%

#

3,833

6,367

22,840

16,697

%

5%

10%

10%

4%

#

60,895

128,225

131,355

55,078

%

5%

11%

27%

19%

#

1,500

3,098

7,630

5,235

%

5%

10%

8%

3%

#

10,897

23,214

17,877

7,337

%

6%

10%

26%

19%

#

7,978

14,482

37,083

27,298

%

4%

9%

9%

4%

#

89,094

195,729

197,699

79,312

Total Students
Excluding ASAM,
Alt. + <50 tested

76,346

1,299,820

28,254

222,655

143,050

2,092,079

Charter schools are weakening the links between historical disadvantages and academic achievement.
In addition to the above charter student subgroups being more likely to attend outperforming schools, correlation
analysis showed that the percentages of students in these subgroups were less predictive of a school’s API score at
charter schools than at traditional public schools. Figure 35 below also shows Pearson Correlations for each historically
disadvantaged subgroup, which describes the relationship between a school’s API score and its demographics. The
closer a Pearson Correlation is to -1, the more strongly subgroup size predicts a lower API score. A correlation of 0
would indicate that subgroup size was unrelated to the API score. For every disadvantaged subgroup below, charter
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schools have a Pearson correlation much closer to

performance for charters as it has for traditional public

zero than traditional schools. This means that charter

schools. The r2 coefficient in Figure 35 shows that for

schools more regularly attain high levels of academic

traditional public schools, 37% of the variance in their

outperformance even when they serve large populations

API scores is explained by variation in the percent of

of disadvantaged students.

students eligible for the Free and Reduced Price Lunch
program at the school. For charter schools, it is only

In particular, we consistently see that the impact of

14% of the variance. Taken together with the J-shaped

income on student outcomes is far less in charter

distribution of charter performance for low-income

schools than in traditional public schools. Across the

students, we see compelling evidence that charter

traditional public school system, students’ socioeconomic

schools may be finding ways to surpass the traditional

status is strongly related to the academic performance

limitations of poverty more effectively than are traditional

of their schools. Indeed, family income level has nearly

public schools.

three times less of an impact on the school’s API
FIGURE 35
Pearson Correlations results between selected demographics and academic outcomes
Demographics
% of Low-Income
Students

% of English Learners

% of African American Students

% of Latino Students

Pearson Correlation

R 2 Coefficient

Charter

-.379

.144

Traditional

-.604

.365

Charter

-.128

.016

Traditional

-.332

.110

Charter

-.173

.030

Traditional

-.226

.051

Charter

-.232

.054

Traditional

-.462

.197

Notes: Significance always p<0.001. Analyses include 1,016 charter schools and 8,241 traditional schools.

In sum, we see from all these data points promising signs that in charter schools, income level does not equal destiny.
Charters are weakening the links between historical disadvantages - based on income level, ethnicity or language and academic achievement. Charter schools are demonstrating that fundamentally better outcomes are possible for
historically disadvantaged student populations compared to what the majority of traditional schools have been able to
achieve.
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B.
Charter School Enrollment Trends
for English Learner, African-American, and Latino Students
Not only are API scores rising for charter schools, they are

school and the average traditional public school narrowed

also increasingly serving a higher percentage high needs

for all three of these subgroups of students. For example,

students. Figure 36 shows that when compared to the

in 2007-08, 23.4% of charter school students were English

average charter school in 2007-08, the average charter in

learners (compared to 34.1% of traditional public school

2012-13 served more students who were English Learners,

students), a 10.7% gap. In 2012-13, charters increased

came from low-income families, and had disabilities. The

their enrollment of English learners by 2.1% to a total of

average charter school in 2012-13 also serves slightly more

25.5%. During this same time, traditional public schools

Hispanic students, slightly fewer Black and White students,

increased their enrollment of English learners by 0.9% to a

and approximately the same number of students from

total of 35% of their total student enrollment. This effectively

parents with low education backgrounds. Figure 36 also

narrowed the gap by 1.2% (from 10.7% to 9.5%).

shows (in bold) that the gap between the average charter
FIGURE 36
Average school demographics over time for three disadvantaged subgroups
2007 - 2008

2012 - 2013

Change
over Time

Charter

23.4%

25.5%

+2.1%

Traditional

34.1%

35.0%

+0.9%

Gap (Traditional minus Charter)

10.7%

9.5%

-1.2%

Charter

46.2%

55.8%

+9.6%

Traditional

53.6%

60.0%

+6.4%

Gap (Traditional minus Charter)

7.4%

4.2%

-3.2%

Charter

7.1%

9.2%

+2.1%

Traditional

10.5%

11.9%

+1.4%

Gap (Traditional minus Charter)

3.4%

2.7%

-0.7%

Demographics

English
Learners

Eligible for
Free/Reduced
Lunch

Students with
Disabilities

Note: These data come from the Growth API data files, accessed January 2014. We exclude schools that are ASAM, Alternative, or have fewer than
50 valid test-takers.
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While charter schools as a whole still serve a smaller percentage of students in each of these three student groups,
the charter school demographics are more closely mirroring that of traditional public schools. And in spite of these
demographic changes, charter schools continue to over-perform at greater rates than their traditional school counterparts.
This trend of over-performance is even more striking when you examine the performance levels of schools with high
proportions of historically disadvantaged (low income and minority) students.

C.
California Charter School Wait List and Polling Data

In May 2014 CCSA issued a report estimating the total

(95% confidence level). The poll found high levels of

unmet demand for charter schools in California at more

awareness and support for charter public schools in

than 90,000 students (estimated unduplicated student

the state. Awareness of charter schools remains high

counts on charter school waitlists). We interpret this

with significantly high levels of respondents reported

to mean that parental school choice is alive and well in

knowing about charter schools this year. In 2013, 58.7%

California and the demand for charter schools is growing

of respondents know quite a bit or some about charter

each year. Such numbers suggest that many more

schools, up from 48% four years ago. The general

families would choose the charter public school option

public retains a favorable impression of charter schools

if there were sufficient space to serve them.

such that in 2013, 43.1% of respondents strongly or

29

somewhat favor charter schools, up from 35.9% four
In addition, each year CCSA conducts polling data to

years ago. The favorable-to-opposed ratio approached

assess the public’s knowledge and views about charter

4:1 in 2013. And respondents continued to assign

schools in California. In August 2013, the California

substantially higher grades to charter schools (65.9%

Charter Schools Association (CCSA) conducted a

gave charters an A or B) and CA teachers (62.3% gave

statewide opinion poll of 800 statewide completed

CA teachers an A or B) than to non-charter schools

interviews from the California enhanced voter file with

(37.7% gave CA public schools an A or B) and teachers

a sampling error of less than +/- 3.47% 800 sample

unions (45% gave teachers unions an A or B).
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D.
Performance of Conversion & Start-Up Charter Schools
Another interesting viewpoint from which to assess

only increased by one third (from 677 in 2009-10 to 922

the distribution of performance in California charter

in 2013-14). Conversion charters also tend to be larger:

schools is by looking at how these schools became

while they made up only 18% of all charter schools

charters (conversions or startups). Some charters

in 2012-13, they educate 27% of all charter school

begin as an idea from a group of concerned parents

students. Conversion charters tend to have higher API

or community members who author a charter petition.

scores on average than startups (API average 837 vs.

These schools are brand new startup schools. While the

780).30 But they also tend to serve fewer low-income

number of startup charter schools in California (n=919)

students (48% on average vs. 55% in startups). And

still far exceeds the number of conversions (n=206),

interestingly, the startup schools are almost entirely

conversions are growing quickly. Conversions are those

responsible for the shape of the U; conversion schools

schools that were existing public schools, which a local

are fairly equally distributed across the U. When viewed

educational agency agreed to convert to a charter

by the number of students, conversions tend to cluster

school. In the last five years, the number of conversion

around the 75th percentile. Startups are far more likely

charters has grown by two thirds (from 128 in 2009-10

to be both at the top and bottom of the U-shape.

to 206 in 2013-14), while the number of startups has

FIGURE 37
Performance of Conversions & Startups by Number of Schools, 2012 - 2013

Conversion , n=180

Number of Schools

Start-up , n=710

API IS BELOW PREDICTED
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Bottom
5%

Bottom
10%

Bottom
25%

Top
25%

Top
10%

Top
5%

Total

%

2.22%

5.56%

14.44%

33.33%

11.67%

6.11%

100%

#

4***

10***

26

60

21***

11***

180

%

11.13%

17.89%

29.44%

37.46%

23.24%

16.76%

100%

#

79

127

209

266

165

119

710

# Schools
Conversion
Charters,
2012 - 2013

Start-Up Charters,
2012 - 2013

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

Conversion , n=90,597
Start-up, n=216,163

Number of Students

FIGURE 38
Performance of Startup & Conversion Charter Schools by Number of Students,
2012 - 2013

API IS BELOW PREDICTED
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Bottom
5%

Bottom
10%

Bottom
25%

Top
25%

Top
10%

Top
5%

Total

%

1.34%

2.97%

8.90%

37.60%

9.23%

5.39%

100%

#

1,213

2,687

8,062

34,063

8,358

4,880

90,597

%

8.20%

14.82%

25.68%

36.91%

22.36%

15.45%

100%

#

17,720

32,037

55,503

79,778

48,340

33,402

216,163

# Students
Conversion
Charters,
2012 - 2013

Start-Up Charters,
2012 - 2013

It is also interesting to note that the nearly three quarters of the conversion charter schools in California (140 of 191)
are non-autonomous (meaning that the district converted the school to a charter school but maintains direct authority
over governance, budget, staffing, and/or other key aspects of the program).
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E.
Charters Provide Value in Urban Centers: Oakland and Los Angeles Unified
In urban school districts, where large percentages

OUSD charters occupy one of the largest market shares

of the students are more likely to be from historically

of any district in the state. As of 2013-14, charters

disadvantaged backgrounds, charter school students

enroll 25% of all public school students in the district.

excel. This phenomenon is particularly clear in Oakland

The data for Oakland’s charter schools show that

Unified School District and Los Angeles Unified School

these students are far more likely to outperform than in

District.

OUSD traditional public schools, regardless of student
background. Thirty-six percent of charter schools located

Charter Schools in Oakland Unified are providing

in OUSD (12 out of 33) are among the top ten percent

much stronger academic outcomes for their

(most outperforming) of all public schools in California.

students than are traditional public schools and

When viewed through the lens of the number of students

are concentrated at the far right of the performance

tested in these schools, we see that a much greater

distribution

proportion of charter school students are likely to attend
not only one of the most outperforming schools in OUSD

The charter schools in Oakland Unified School District

but also in the state. In fact, over a quarter of charter

(OUSD) provide one example of the impact that is

students (28%) attending schools within OUSD attend

possible at a local level. OUSD is a large urban school

schools in the top fifth percentile, while only 2.6% of

district in the San Francisco Bay Area of California.

non-charter students attend schools that are similarly

Historically disadvantaged students comprise much of

far exceeding predictions. On a more sobering note,

the enrollment in its schools. Fifty percent of the students

traditional public school students in OUSD are six times

in Oakland Unified are Latino or African-American and

more likely to attend a school in the bottom ten percent

almost 80% of the students are socioeconomically

(most underperforming) of all schools in the state. This

disadvantaged.

means that more than 7,000 students attend traditional
public schools that are far underperforming all other
schools in the state, even given the demographics
of students served.
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FIGURE 39
Oakland Unified – Distribution on Percent Predicted API
by Number of Students Tested, 2012 - 2013

Traditional Public School Students, n=23,270

Number of Students

Charter School Students, n=8,464

Statewide Percentile

API IS BELOW PREDICTED

Bottom
5%

Bottom
10%

Bottom
25%

Top
25%

Top
10%

Top
5%

Total

%

2.08%

4.82%

11.84%

44.83%

34.75%

25.40%

100%

#

176

408

1,002

3,794

2,941

2,150

8,464

%

16.47%

31.16%

49.91%

12.39%

5.50%

2.65%

100%

#

3,833

7,252

11,614

2,883

1,280

616

23,270

# OUSD Students

Charter Schools
2012 - 2013

Traditional Schools
2012 - 2013

API IS ABOVE PREDICTED

In addition to the positive academic outcomes achieved by Oakland’s charter schools on the Similar Students Measure,
Oakland’s charter schools have been outperforming the traditional public schools in both graduation and college
preparedness rates. In February 2014, CCSA released a report entitled, “Renewing the Promise: How Charter Middle
and High Schools Are Putting Oakland Students on the Path to College.”31 This report found that the average percentage
of high school graduates who completed all college preparatory coursework at charter schools is two times as high as it is
for traditional district schools. This holds true for all students and for historically disadvantaged student groups. Oakland
charter schools also had a stronger and improving four-year cohort graduation rate (measuring students who graduated
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within four years since beginning high school). The

As of 2013-14, there are over 143,500 charter school

findings of the Portrait of the Movement analysis, as well

students in 263 charter schools located within the

as those outlined in our “Renewing the Promise” report,

LAUSD boundaries. In terms of relative size, charter

show that with similar student populations and limited

schools in LAUSD serve more students than charter

resources, Oakland charter schools achieve outcomes

schools in all but 5 states. In fact, one out of every 20

that still show room to grow but nonetheless outperform

students enrolled in a charter school in the entire nation

traditional public schools by life-changing leaps.

is enrolled in a charter school in LAUSD. Therefore, an
analysis of Los Angeles’s charter school performance

Charter Schools in Los Angeles Unified surpass

and outcomes affect an enormous number of students.

their traditional public school counterparts in
academic performance and graduating college-ready

Charter schools have also grown substantially in

students

LAUSD. Growth in student enrollment in LAUSD charter
schools has tripled in the last seven years. As show

Los Angeles Unified School District (LAUSD) is the

in Figure 40 below, charter schools have grown from

second largest school district in the United States and

serving seven percent to now more than 22% of all

serves over 650,000 students. More than ten percent of

students in the district.

all students statewide attend school in LAUSD.

FIGURE 40
Growth in Student Enrollment in Charter Schools Physically Located in LAUSD, 2007 - 2008 to 2013 - 2014
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Charter
Enrollment

LAUSD K-12
Enrollment

% Market
Share

2007 - 2008

47,470

679,403

7.0%

2008 - 2009

57,904

684,143

8.5%

2009 - 2010

68,469

678,277

10.1%

Angeles charter school students are in the

2010 - 2011

81,983

671,165

11.7%

a much smaller percentage are among the

2011 - 2012

100,885

663,604

14.5%

2012 - 2013

124,761

659,350

18.9%

2013 - 2014

143,580*

651,322*

22.0%

When looking at charter school performance
according to our Similar Students Measure,
we once again find a “J-shaped” distribution
of performance. Substantially more Los
highest performing schools in the state, while
most underperforming schools. This trend
is demonstrated graphically in Figure 41.

*2013 - 2014 data are estimates

Traditional Public School Students, n=352,966
Charter School Students, n=88,965

Number of Students

FIGURE 41
Los Angeles Unified Distribution on Percent Predicted API
by Number of Students Tested, 2012 - 2013

API IS BELOW PREDICTED
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Bottom
5%

Bottom
10%

Bottom
25%

Top
25%

Top
10%

Top
5%

Total

%

2.18%

5.84%

10.99%

51.63%

25.71%

18.77%

100%

#

1,941

5,192

9,779

45,930

22,877

16,703

88,965

%

6.99%

14.76%

35.51%

18.48%

6.36%

1.59%

100%

#

24,660

52,112

125,332

65,235

22,449

5,618

352,966

# LAUSD Students

Charter Schools
2012 - 2013

Traditional Schools
2012 - 2013

Charter schools located in LAUSD are approximately

These trends are even more pronounced when we

half as likely as non-charters to be in the bottom five

isolate just the autonomous charter schools in LAUSD.

percent and ten percent of all California public schools

These 180 charter schools are entirely separate from

on the Similar Students Measure. Moreover, charters

the LAUSD when it comes to governance and decision-

are eight and four times more likely to be in the top five

making. These schools appoint their board of directors,

percent and ten percent, respectively. Nearly a fifth of

do not use a local school’s collective bargaining

all LAUSD charter students (18.77%) attend schools

agreement, are directly funded, and are usually

in the top five percent, while less than two percent of

incorporated into a separate non-profit entity. Here

LAUSD traditional public students attend schools of that

we see an even more pronounced J-shape. Almost 27%

performance level. A concerning trend is that LAUSD

of charter school students in Los Angeles autonomous

traditional public schools have a high concentration

charter schools attend schools that are in the top five

of students tested in schools that are among the most

percent and 35% of students attend charter schools

underperforming schools in the state. Nearly 15% of

that are in the top 10% of public schools statewide.

LAUSD traditional public school students – more than

As shown in the table in Figure 42 below, an

50,000 students – attend schools that are in the lowest

autonomous charter school student is over 17 times

tenth percentile of all public schools statewide. Only six

more likely than a traditional public school student to

percent of charter school students attend schools that

be in a school that is among the most outperforming

are similarly underperforming.

five percent of all schools.
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FIGURE 42
LAUSD - Distribution on Percent Predicted API
by Number of Students Tested, 2012 - 2013

Traditional Public School Students, n=352,966

Number of Students

Autonomous Charter School Students, n=61,118

Statewide Percentile

API IS BELOW PREDICTED

Bottom
5%

Bottom
10%

Bottom
25%

Top
25%

Top
10%

Top
5%

Total

%

3.18%

7.54%

14.40%

57.77%

34.75%

26.54%

100%

#

1,941

4,611

8,801

35,306

21,240

16,222

61,118

%

6.99%

14.76%

35.51%

18.48%

6.36%

1.59%

100%

#

24,660

52,112

125,332

65,235

22,449

5,618

352,966

# LAUSD Students
Autonomous
Charters
2012 - 2013

Traditional Schools
2012 - 2013

API IS ABOVE PREDICTED
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While the overall statistics of charter school performance

coursework is four times as high at charter schools

show a picture of charter school students with a much

as it is at traditional public schools. Specifically, 76%

greater chance of attending an outperforming school,

of charter school graduates complete the college

the analysis of charter graduation rates and college

preparatory coursework as compare to 18% at traditional

preparedness demonstrate an even greater contrast

high schools. Also, charter schools enroll only 19% of

between charter schools and traditional public schools.

Los Angeles high school students, yet they deliver

CCSA released a report in January 2014 entitled, “A

37% of Los Angeles’ college-ready graduates.

Promise Fulfilled: How Los Angeles Charter Schools
Answer the College Readiness Challenge,”32 about

Taken together, the data from Oakland and Los Angeles

postsecondary readiness outcomes for charter school

show that charter schools are far outperforming

students in Los Angeles Unified. This report focused on

predictions and positively impacting achievement for

outcomes for historically disadvantaged student groups

students of all demographic backgrounds. While we still

and found that charter schools serve these students

have more to do in changing the U-shaped distribution

demonstrably better than their peers in traditional public

of performance in California charter schools, we are

schools. As documented in that report, charter schools

encouraged to see that charter students are more

in Los Angeles significantly outperform their traditional

likely to attend schools that are far outperforming

school counterparts on high school graduation rates.

according to our Similar Students Measure. Perhaps
most importantly, charter schools are showing that

This picture is even more stark when we look at the

fundamentally stronger outcomes are possible for the

“achievement gap” between different demographic

historically disadvantaged students and that ethnic

groups. Charter school graduation rates narrowly

background and income level do not relegate students

range from 72% to 82%, the largest gap of 10% is

to underperforming schools and lesser life outcomes.

between English Learners and white students. When

Rather, a large proportion of California charter schools

we examine the traditional public schools, we see a

demonstrate a consistent and powerful trend of

much larger range of 52% to 85%, with the largest gap

outperformance with historically disadvantaged students

between English learners and Asian students is over

– a trend that is also documented by other researchers.

33%. Charter schools give all historically disadvantaged

More than a quarter of all low-income, English learners,

groups a much greater chance of graduating high school

African-American, and Latino charter schools students

than the traditional public schools.

attend charter schools that are among the highest
performing public schools in California – a far different

The report also found that the percentage of high

picture of access to opportunity than exists in traditional

school graduates who completed college preparatory

public schools.

APPENDIX B | Additional Findings

68

F.
Additional School Types
Virtual Schools
Virtual and online charter schools are those schools that offer nearly all or all of their educational content delivery via
the Internet. It is difficult to generalize results for these schools because there are so few statewide. In our analysis,
summarized in Figure 43, we were only able to identify 20 charter schools that could be considered virtual or online
schools that had data (27 total, 20 with data). Of those 20 schools that we could identify with data, virtual and online
charters are fairly evenly distributed across CCSA’s Similar Students Measure (SSM). Virtual/online charters are equally
likely to be found in the top and bottom 10% of all CA schools. However, there were seven schools (35%) in the bottom
quartile of all schools, while there were only four (20%) in the top quartile. This distribution is more L-shaped, with more
schools in the lower ranks than in the upper ranks.

2007 - 2008
2012 - 2013

Number of Schools

FIGURE 43
Performance of Virtual/Online Charters on Percent Predicted API, 2012 - 2013

API IS BELOW PREDICTED
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# Schools

Bottom
5%

Bottom
10%

Bottom
25%

Top
25%

Top
10%

Top
5%

Total

Virtual
Charter Schools,
2012 - 2013

%

5.00%

15.00%

35.00%

20.00%

15.00%

5.00%

100%

#

1

3

7

4

3

1

20

Virtual Charter
Schools,
2007 - 2008

%

8.33%

16.67%

33.33%

16.67%

16.67%

16.67%

100%

#

1

2

4

2

2

2

12

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

The performance of virtual and online charter schools has improved from 2007-08. We now find proportionally slightly
fewer virtual schools in the bottom 10% and a slightly higher proportion in the top 10%, but the change is very small.
Also the number of schools is so small that it is very difficult to derive any real trends from the data.
Blended Learning Schools Offer Highly Outperforming Educational Outcomes
Blended learning, which combines both face-to-face and technology-enhanced learning and much research is identifying
that this educational delivery style is increasingly being seen as one of the most important vehicles for education reform
today. Blended learning attempts to allow both teacher and learner to understand how students transmit and receive
information, how students interact with others in educational settings, how students build knowledge, and how students
demonstrate what they have learned. Of the 37 schools included in this analysis, 36 are categorized as classroom-based
schools and one is categorized as non-classroom based.
As shown in Figure 44 below, blended learning charters form a strong “J” shape on CCSA’s Similar Students Measure
(SSM). Of the 36 schools with data necessary to complete the analysis, over two-fifths of all blended learning charter
schools performed in the top 5% of CA schools, and two thirds performed in the top 25%. Only two blended learning
charters (less than 6%) are in the bottom 25% of all CA schools. Note however that these findings are based on a small
number of schools and the findings should be interpreted with this in mind.
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Number of Schools

FIGURE 44
Performance of Blended Learning Charter Schools on Percent Predicted API, 2012 - 2013

Statewide Percentile

API IS BELOW PREDICTED

Bottom
5%

Bottom
10%

Bottom
25%

Top
25%

Top
10%

Top
5%

Total

%

2.78%

2.78%

5.56%

66.67%

44.44%

41.67%

100%

#

1

1

2

24

16

15

36

%

9.60%

15.93%

27.28%

35.36%

19.91%

13.47%

100%

#

82

136

233

302

170**

115***

854

# Schools

Blended Learning
Charters

Non-Blended
Learning Charters

API IS ABOVE PREDICTED

* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001
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G.
Mature Schools vs. Young Schools
CCSA’s analyses and those of other researchers have documented that “mature” charters (those that are at least four
years or older) are more likely to be outperforming than are “young” charters (schools less than four years old).33 When
we isolate only mature charter schools, we see an even higher concentration on the far right (22% in the top tenth vs.
20.9% for all charters) and fewer schools on the far left of the U (14.8% in the bottom tenth vs. 15.4% for all charters).
FIGURE 45
Young vs. Mature Charter Schools, 2012 - 2013
Bottom
5%

Bottom
10%

Bottom
25%

Top
25%

Top
10%

Top
5%

Total

%

9.39%

17.14%

27.76%

36.33%

17.55%

12.65%

100%

#

23

42

68

89

43

31

245

%

9.30%

14.73%

25.89%

36.74%

22.17%

15.35%

100%

#

60

95

167

237

143

99

645

# Schools

Young Charters,
2012 - 2013

Mature Charters,
2012 - 2013

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

Since 2007-08, the U-shape for mature schools has improved at a similarly strong pace to the “shape of the U” for all
charters. In fact, mature charters show an even slightly greater reduction in the number of schools in the bottom 10th
(-6.5% decrease for mature charters vs. -6% for all charters) and more schools added to the top 10th (+1.2% increase
for charters schools vs. -0.67% for all charters), as outlined in Figure 46 below. These changes apply not just to the top
and bottom but throughout the distribution as well; almost 5% more mature charter schools are in the top quartile than
5 years ago and over 8% fewer mature schools are in the bottom quartile.
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FIGURE 46
Mature Charters - Percentage in the Top and Bottom Quartiles of the Statewide Performance Distribution
School Year

Bottom 5%

Bottom 10%

Bottom 25%

Top 25%

Top 10%

Top 5%

2012 - 2013

9.36%

14.82%

26.05%

36.66%

22.00%

15.44%

2011 - 2012

10.51%

17.12%

32.54%

36.10%

22.71%

14.58%

2010 - 2011

9.76%

16.57%

30.39%

37.57%

23.02%

16.39%

2009 - 2010

10.48%

15.94%

30.57%

36.24%

22.49%

15.72%

2008 - 2009

12.99%

18.56%

33.64%

32.71%

19.03%

13.69%

2007 - 2008

15.09%

21.29%

34.23%

32.08%

20.75%

13.21%

-5.73%

-6.47%

-8.18%

+4.59%

+1.24%

+2.24%

Total Change

The five-year change is significant for the bottom five percent at p<.05, as outlined in Appendices D and E and in Figure
47 below.
FIGURE 47
Mature Charters - Change from 2007 - 2008 to 2012 - 2013
Bottom
5%

Bottom
10%

Bottom
25%

Top
25%

Top
10%

Top
5%

Total

%

15.09%

21.29%

34.23%

32.08%

20.75%

13.21%

100%

#

56*

79

127

119

77

49

371

%

9.30%

14.73%

25.89%

36.74%

22.17%

15.35%

100%

#

60

95

167

237

143

99

645

# Schools

Mature Charters,
2007 - 2008

Mature Charters,
2012 - 2013

* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001
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Other researchers have documented the trend of
mature charter schools outperforming young schools
and have concluded that this trend is caused largely by
underperforming young charter schools closing before
they become mature charters.34 We find evidence of
this trend in our data as well. We have already seen,
as documented in this report that most charters that
close are underperforming. Figure 48 shows that most
charters that close are also young: of the 143 charters
that closed during the last five years, 11% closed within
the first year of opening, and 63% closed within the first
five years of opening. This suggests that once charter
schools overcome the challenges of the first five years
of opening, they are more likely to remain open.

FIGURE 48
Charter Maturity at Time of Closure, 2008 - 09 to 2012 - 13
Number
of Years Open

Number
of Charters

Percent
of Closures

1 year or less

16

11%

2 to 5

74

52%

6 to 9

31

22%

10 years or more

22

15%

Total

143

100%

CMOs and networks also play an important role in
the gradual evolution of quality through the attrition
of underperforming schools. We found that young and
mature charters have similar performance distributions
overall, but when disaggregated by management
model we see that mature CMOs and networks are
far more likely to exceed prediction and not more likely
to underperform. Between their first and fourth year of
operation, schools operated by CMOs and Networks are
fairly equally likely to either far exceed their prediction
(top 10th percentile) or far underperform their prediction
(bottom 10th percentile). However, by the time they are
five years old, the number of under-performing schools
drops off considerably, while the number of schools
exceeding their prediction remains high. In contrast,
under-performing freestanding schools are much more
likely to remain open over time. This trend illuminates
a key difference in the growth patterns across various
management models and provides insight into the
persistence of low-performing schools.
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Bottom 10%
Top 10%

Number of Schools

FIGURE 49
CMOs and Networks:
Comparing # of schools in Top/Bottom 10th percentile by year of operation based on 2013 API

Bottom 10%
Top 10%

Number of Schools

FIGURE 50
Freestanding Charters:
Comparing # of schools in Top/Bottom 10th percentile by year of operation based on 2013 API
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We often hear anecdotal evidence from charter school

over time to determine the educational outcomes

leaders in the field that starting a new charter school is

created by schools after 5 years. We tested two groups

extraordinarily difficult work and it takes a few years for

of charters and traditional public schools: those in the

a school to find its footing and accelerate to its full level

top and bottom 10% on the shape of the U in order to

of performance. Given this, we would expect that young

determine if there was any difference between the two

charters as a group would be more likely to have mixed

groups.

performance and as they reach maturity, more charter
schools would become high performing. However, other

We began with the 118 charter and 685 traditional

researchers have documented that they do not see

public schools that were in the bottom tenth percentile

dramatic improvement among existing charter schools

of Percent Predicted API in 2008-09. As displayed

over time. Research from the Center for Research on

in Figure 51 below, most charter schools that

Education Outcomes (CREDO) on charter school’s

were underperforming five years ago continue to

nationally found that: “the charter sector is getting better

underperform in 2012-13. Less than one in five charter

on average, but not because existing schools are getting

schools (18%) moved out of the bottom quartile, but

dramatically better; it is largely driven by the closure of

not above the 50th percentile and a similar number

bad schools.”

of schools (16%) moved into the top half of the U.

35

Among traditional public schools, even more stayed
To further explore why mature charters are more likely

underperforming but this is mostly because only six

to be high performing than young charter schools, we

percent closed (as compared to 15% of underperforming

looked to see whether existing schools were improving

charter schools).

over time. We devised tests to look at the same schools

FIGURE 51
Bottom 10% from 2008 - 2009 - Where are they now?

Stayed Flat
(Bottom 10%)

Still
Underperformed
(Bottom 11 - 25%)

Improving
(Bottom 26 - 50%)

Performing
(Top 50%)

Closed

Charters (n=118)

35%

10%

17%

16%

15%

Traditional Public
Schools (n=685)

30%

31%

15%

15%

6%

Note: 7% of Charters and 2% of Traditional Public Schools did not have data to calculate a rating
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Next, when we look at the top tenth percentile from
2008-09 (127 charter and 676 traditional public schools)
and assess their performance five years later, we find
similar trends. Among these highest performing charters
from five years ago, almost 70% stayed high performing
in 2012-13 and well over 50% stayed in the top tenth
percentile. Only one in ten charter schools (10%)
dropped into the bottom half of the distribution.

FIGURE 52
Top 10% from 2008 - 2009 - Where are they now?
Declined
(Bottom 50%)

Dropped but
still Top 50%
(Top 26 - 50%)

Still in Top 25%
(Top 11 - 25%)

Maintained High
(Top 10%)

Closed

Charters (n=127)

10%

10%

13%

55%

9%

Traditional Public
Schools (n=676)

13%

18%

25%

39%

3%

Note: 2% of Charters and 1% of Traditional Public Schools did not have data to calculate a rating

These analyses suggest a similar conclusion as that found by CREDO: mainly that most existing charter schools are
not getting better over time, but rather maintaining their initial level of performance. But is this the full explanation behind
the higher performance of mature charters? To answer this question, particularly as it relates to young charter schools,
we asked whether the young charter schools are improving their performance in their first five years or whether changes
in performance are driven entirely by the closure of underperforming schools. To answer this, we isolated young charter
schools from both 2008-09 and 2009-10 and looked to see whether they had improved or declined along the performance
distribution five years later.
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FIGURE 53
The Performance of Young Charter Schools Five Years Later

25%
n=84

29%
n=96
Moved up at least 1 quartile
Stayed within the same quartile
Moved down at least 1 quartile

46% n=156

Figure 53 above shows that most new schools remain within the same quartile of performance 5 years after opening.
These findings are consistent with other research. As the number of charter schools continue to grow, these statistics
can be instructive. Although in the minority of schools, there are almost 30% of schools that will move up one quartile
in performance within five years. These schools have had tremendous success and should have their charters renewed.
However, those 25% of schools that have declined in performance should be reviewing their educational programs to
ensure that they are serving their students well.

H.
Charter School “U-Shapes” Documented in Other Types of Data and Analysis
Other sources of academic performance data reveal similar U-shaped or J-shaped distributions of performance for
California charter schools. That is, charter schools tend to be more likely to be found at the highest and lowest bands
of performance and are less likely to be in the middle of the distribution (when compared to traditional public schools).
The 2013 USC School Performance Dashboard cited U-shaped distributions of performance for charter schools in its
college readiness and curriculum rigor indices (shown in Figure 54 below) as well as overrepresentation at the extremes
in several other measures including Academic Momentum, API, AYP, High School Graduation Rates, and ELA and Math
Productivity.36
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FIGURE 54
U-Shaped Performance Distributions Reported in USC 2013 School Performance Dashboard
Curriculum Rigor
Charter Schools 2011 to 2012

% in Each Score Range

% in Each Score Range

College-Readiness
Charter Schools 2011 to 2012

2011/2012
n=230

2011/2012

Score Ranges
9-10
7-8
5-6
3-4
1-2

2011/2012

n=1046
Non-Charter
Public School

2011/2012

n=230

n=1046
Non-Charter
Public School

42.0
12.6
6.9
10.0
28.6

20.0
20.0
20.0
20.0
20.0

Score Ranges
30.8
14.3
11.3
12.6
31.2

20.0
20.0
20.0
20.0
20.0

DEFINITION:
The College-Readiness Rate is the proportion of students
who score basic or above on state tests in English/Language
Arts (11th grade), and higher-level math and science courses,
in schools that offer grades 10 and 11.
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9-10
7-8
5-6
3-4
1-2

DEFINITION:
The Curriculum Rigor Index ranks high schools on the extent to
which students in the school take higher-level math and science
courses, in schools that offer grades 10 & 11.
TRENDS:
Similar to many other Dashboard measures, overrepresentation at
the extremes is present for Curriculum Rigor. The proportion of high
school charter schools in the highest category is 42 percent, versus
20 percent for non-charter public schools. At the same time, 29 percent
of charter schools were represented in the lowest category, compared
to 20 percent for non-charter public schools

79

For the past several years, the Los Angeles Unified School District, in partnership with the University of WisconsinMadison Value-Added Research Center, has produced “Academic Growth over Time” reports for its schools.37 These
measures take into account students’ backgrounds and starting test scores, and provide educators with a more nuanced
look at how much actual growth has been made by students enrolled at each school. The distributions of charter and
traditional school performance show that charter schools are more likely to be overrepresented at the high and low
ends of performance (particularly at the high end).38
FIGURE 55
Performance Distributions on Academic Growth over Time Data, 2012 - 2013
Three-Year AGT Results for All Available Schools, 2012 - 2013
Below Average

Far Below Average

Charter, n=196

2%

Traditional, n=673

4%

20%

Within Average

Above Average

Far Above Average

46%

23%

9%

ELA

Charter, n=141

5%

19%

51%

26%

20%

36%

23%

5%

10%

Math

Traditional, n=555

8%

Charter, n=104

8%

25%

19%

34%

39%

24%

18%

9%

15%

Algebra

Traditional, n=211
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28%

33%

21%

9%
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FIGURE 56
Performance Distributions on LAUSD Academic Growth over Time Data, 2011 - 2012

Three-Year AGT Results for LAUSD Schools, 2011 - 2012
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FIGURE 57
Performance Distributions on LAUSD Academic Growth over Time Data, 2010 - 2011

Three-Year AGT Results for LAUSD Schools, 2010 - 2011
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Appendix C | Definition of Key Terms
Management Model (CCSA Definition):
CMO School:
School that is part of a charter management organization
(CMO), which is an organization that operates 3 or more
schools linked by a common philosophy and centralized
governance or operations.
Network School:
School that is part of a Network, which is a group
of schools linked by a common philosophy but not
centralized governance or operations. Networks are also
entities that would otherwise fit definition of CMO but
have fewer than three schools.

Non-autonomous Charters:
Schools that either have the majority of their board
appointed by their authorizer or are under a school
district’s collective bargaining agreement, are indirectly
funded, and are not incorporated as a 501(c)3.
Semi-autonomous Charters:
Schools that appoint their own board and is incorporated
as a 501(c)3. In addition to these characteristics, a semiautonomous charter school either uses their authorizing
district’s collective bargaining agreement and is directly
funded or is indirectly funded and does not use the
district’s collective bargaining agreement.

Freestanding:

Site Type

Freestanding schools include both start-up single-

(California Department of Education “CDE” Definition):

site schools and traditional district schools that have
converted to charters that are not part of a network
or CMO affiliation.
Replication Schools (CCSA Definition):

Non-classroom-based:
Schools where less than 80% of instructional time is
offered at the school site when students are “engaged
in educational activities required of those pupils and are
under immediate supervision and control of an employee

Replication Schools:

of the charter school who possesses a valid teaching

Schools that are operated by a charter management

certificate.” (EC 47612.5)

organization (CMO) that opened a school in the following
fall (i.e. in this case, the fall of the 2012-13 school year.)
Autonomy (CCSA Definition)
Autonomous Charters:
Schools that appoint their board of directors, do not
use the local school district’s collective bargaining
agreement, are directly funded and are likely to be
incorporated as a 501(c)3.
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Classroom-based:
Schools where at least 80% of instructional time
is offered at the school site.
Start Type (CDE Definition):
Conversion:
Schools that converted from a traditional public school
into a charter school

83

Start-up:
Schools that started organically without converting

CCSA identified blended learning schools through staff

from an existing school

expertise and regional knowledge throughout the state.

Student Family Income (CDE Definition):

Virtual Schools (CDE Definition)

Low-income:

Virtual and online charter schools are those schools that

Schools where 50% or more of students are reported

offer nearly all or all of their educational content delivery

eligible for the federal Free/ Reduced Price Lunch

via the internet. For this analysis, in order for a school

program

to be identified as “virtual,” CCSA looked for schools

Not low-income:
Schools where less than 50% of students are reported
eligible for the federal Free/Reduced Price Lunch
program

classified as virtual in the California Department of
Education Charter Schools Directory, or clearly identified
as “virtual” or “online” in the school’s name or non-profit
incorporation name.

Charter Age (CDE Definition):
Young:
Charter schools that have been in operation for five
years or less
Mature:
Charter schools that have been in operation for six years
or longer
Blended Learning Schools
The definition of blended learning is a formal education
program in which a student learns:
• at least in part through online learning, with some
element of student control over time, place, path,
and/or pace;
• at least in part in a supervised brick-and-mortar
location away from home;
• the modalities along each student’s learning path
within a course or subject are connected to provide
an integrated learning experience.39
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Appendix D | Statistical Significance Testing: Percent Predicted API
Methodology:
A one-sample t-test is used to determine whether a sample mean differs from a hypothesized distribution. The t-tests
below examine if the mean Percent Predicted API for particular school types is significantly different from 1. A Percent
Predicted API of 1 would indicate that a school type – on average – performed exactly as well as those schools’
demographics would predict. In the tables below, a bold cell indicates that a school type is significantly over-performing
(i.e. API scores above predicted. mean >1) or under-performing (i.e. API scores below predicted, mean <1).
Summary of Findings:
Charters perform better than demographics predict. In contrast, traditional public schools perform slightly worse than
demographics predict. Both findings are significant at the 99% level, which means there is less than a 1% chance that
either is a result of chance.

TABLE 1
One Sample T-test – Charter and Traditional Schools

School Type

Percent Predicted API
Mean

Standard
Deviation

T Statistic

Charters

1.008**

.073

3.247

Traditional

0.998**

.048

-3.190

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

The only charter school type that does worse, on

Mean

Replicated

1.043***

CMOs

1.040***

50% FRL

1.024***

High Schools

1.015**

Active Members

1.013***

Middle Schools

1.013*

average, than demographics predict are those with

Conversions

1.012***

Under 50% Free and Reduced Price Lunch (FRL)

Not Small

1.011***

Classroom-Based

1.010***

magnitude of these findings, multiply the mean by a

Autonomous

1.009**

hypothetical predicted API score. For example, if a

Funded Directly by the State

1.009**

in 2013-14) had a predicted score of 800 API, its actual

4+ Years Old

1.009**

API is likely to be 834 [1.043 x 800].

Start-ups

1.007*

students. Many charter school types do significantly
better than demographics predict. To measure the

charter that replicated (i.e. part of a CMO that replicated
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Tables by School Type:

TABLE 2
One Sample T-test – Site Type
Percent Predicted API
Mean

Standard Deviation

T Statistic

.997

.070

-.527

1.010***

.073

3.765

Mean

Standard Deviation

T Statistic

1.012***

.044

3.642

1.007*

.078

2.345

Mean

Standard Deviation

T Statistic

1.040***

.073

8.780

Freestanding

.996

.066

-1.241

Network

.988

.077

-1.749

Non Classroom-Based
Classroom-Based
* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001

TABLE 3
One Sample T-test – Start Type
Percent Predicted API

Conversion
Startup
* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001

TABLE 4
One Sample T-test – Management Model
Percent Predicted API

CMO

* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001
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TABLE 5
One Sample T-test – CMO Replications
Percent Predicted API
Mean

Standard Deviation

T Statistic

1.001

.070

.288

1.043***

.074

7.070

Mean

Standard Deviation

T Statistic

1.009**

.079

2.824

Semi-Autonomous

1.010

.070

0.872

Non-Autonomous

1.005

.053

1.374

Mean

Standard Deviation

T Statistic

1.004

.054

1.289

1.009**

.079

2.981

Did Not Replicate
Replicated
* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001

TABLE 6
One Sample T-test – Autonomy Status
Percent Predicted API

Autonomous

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

TABLE 7
One Sample T-test – Funding Type
Percent Predicted API

Indirect From The District
Direct From The State
* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001
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TABLE 8
One Sample T-test – Size
Percent Predicted API
Mean

Standard Deviation

T Statistic

1.011***

.068

4.353

.988

.096

-1.328

Mean

Standard Deviation

T Statistic

Under 50% FRL

.988***

.057

-4.105

50% and Over FRL

1.024***

.080

6.666

Mean

Standard Deviation

T Statistic

< 4 Years Old

1.004

.072

.855

4+ Years Old

1.009**

.073

3.279

Not Small
Small School (T & S)
* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001

TABLE 9
One Sample T-test – Free and Reduced Price Lunch
Percent Predicted API

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

TABLE 10
One Sample T-test – Age
Percent Predicted API

* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001
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TABLE 11
One Sample T-test – Grade Span, Charter and Traditional
Percent Predicted API

Elementary

Middle

High

Mean

Standard Deviation

T Statistic

Charter

1.003

.070

.789

Traditional

.999

.048

-1.094

Charter

1.013*

.062

2.341

Traditional

.998

.047

-1.699

Charter

1.015**

.081

3.123

Traditional

.994***

.049

-4.217

* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001				
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Appendix E | Statistical Significance Testing: Percent Predicted API Bins
Methodology:
The Pearson chi-square test is used to determine whether the differences between two categorical variables are statistically
significant. Here, one categorical variable is a school’s type, and the other indicates which of three percent predicted
percentile bins categorizes a school. There are two chi-square tests for each school type: first for the bottom and top
5th percentile bins, then for the bottom and top 10th percentile bins. The “All Others” column includes the 90%
or 80% of schools in between.
Each chi-square test creates a set of expected values based on the hypothesis that school types have identical distributions
across percentile bins. Cells are labeled with asterisks based on the level of confidence associated with that school type
being over- or under-represented in that bin compared to its expected value.
The overall chi-square results listed at the bottom of each table indicate whether school types have significantly different
distributions across the three percentile bins. When the significance is .000, there is less than a 0.1% chance that the
differences we observe across those school types is purely by chance.
Main Findings:
The “U” shape persists. Charter schools are more likely than traditional schools to be in both the top and bottom percentiles.
While charters are over twice as likely to be in the top 10th percentile (21% v. 9%) and almost four times as likely to be in
the top 5th percentile (15% v. 4%), they are also approximately twice as likely to be in the bottom 5th and 10th percentiles
as traditional schools (9% v. 4% and 15% v. 9%, respectively). Of course, this also makes charters less likely than traditional
schools to be in the “All Others” category between these top and bottom bins.
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TABLE 1
Pearson Chi-Square – Charter and Traditional Schools

#

Bottom 5th
Percentile

Top 5th
Percentile

All Others

83***

130***

677***

Charter

Total

890

%

9%

15%

76%

#

327*

280***

6711

%

4%

4%

92%

7318

Traditional

Chi-Square

243.660 (df=2, N=8208)

Significance

.000

Bottom 10th
Percentile

Top 10th
Percentile

All Others

#

137***

186***

567***

%

15%

21%

64%

#

683

634***

6001

Charter

Total

890

7318

Traditional
%

9%

9%

82%

Chi-Square

181.226 (df=2, N=8208)

Significance

.000

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

The change over time in the shape of the U for charter schools is statistically significant. The Pearson Chi-Square tests
below analyze whether the change in the top and bottom 5th and 10th percentiles between 2007-08 and 2012-13 are
statistically significant. The overall significance of the two tables is 0.003 and 0.008 respectively, meaning there is less
than a 1% chance that these shifts are due to chance.
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TABLE 2
Pearson Chi-Square – Charters in 2007-08 and 2012-13

Charters in
2007 - 2008

Charters in
2012 - 2013

#

Bottom 5th
Percentile

Top 5th
Percentile

All Others

85*

84

392
561

%

15%

15%

70%

#

83*

130

677

%

9%

15%

76%

890

Chi-Square

11.909 (df=2, N=1451)

Significance

.003

Charters in
2007 - 2008

Charters in
2012 - 2013

Total

Bottom 10th
Percentile

Top 10th
Percentile

All Others

#

120*

121

320

%

21%

22%

57%

#

137

186

567

Total

561

890
%

15%

21%

64%

Chi-Square

9.562 (df=2, N=1451)

Significance

.008

* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001
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With the exception of site type and age, Pearson chi square tests find significant differences between all school types.
The lists below highlights the significant differences for the top 10th and bottom 10th bins.

Some types are more likely to be high performing and low performing:
School Types

% in Bottom 10th

% in Top 10th

Startups v. Conversions

18% v. 6%

23% v. 12%

Autonomous v. Non-autonomous

17% v. 9%

25% v. 12%

Funded Directly by State v. Funded Indirectly by District

18% v. 10%

25% v. 11%

Charter Elementary v. Traditional Elementary

16% v. 9%

18% v. 10%

Charter High v. Traditional High

15% v. 10%

27% v. 6%

% in Bottom 10th

% in Top 10th

28% v. 14%

-

50% or Over FRL v. Under 50% FRL

-

32% v. 8%

Charter Middle Schools v. Traditional Middle

-

19% v. 7%

Some types are more likely to be high performing or low performing:
School Types
Small v. Not Small

Lastly, some types are more likely to be high performing and less likely to be low performing:
School Types

% in Bottom 10th

% in Top 10th

CMOs v. Freestanding and Networks

7% v. 16% and 30%

37% v. 14% and 15%

6% v. 17%

41% v. 17%

CMOs That Replicated v. All Other Charters
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Tables by School Type:

TABLE 3
Pearson Chi-Square – Site Type

Non
Classroom-Based

Bottom 5th
Percentile

Top 5th
Percentile

All Others

#

16

15

115

%

11%

10%

79%

#

67

115

562

%

9%

15%

76%

146

744

Classroom-Based

Chi-Square

2.911 (df=2, N=890)

Significance

.233

Non
Classroom-Based

Total

#

Bottom 10th
Percentile

Top 10th
Percentile

All Others

28

28

90

Total

146

%

19%

19%

62%

#

109

158

477

%

15%

21%

64%

744

Classroom-Based

Chi-Square

1.990 (df=2, N=890)

Significance

.370

* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001
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TABLE 4
Pearson Chi-Square – Closed charters

In 2012-13, charters that Closed are more likely to be in the bottom 10th percentile.
(Note: The overall significance for the 5th percentile chi-square test is .138, which means that the difference for this test
is not statistically significant. With such a small number of closures – only 25 with data to analyze – it’s hard to attain
statistical significance.)

Charters that
Remained Open

Charters
that Closed

Bottom 5th
Percentile

Top 5th
Percentile

All Others

#

78

128

659

%

9%

15%

76%

#

5

2

18

865

25
%

20%

8%

72%

Chi-Square

3.967 (df=2, N=890)

Significance

.138

Charters that
Remained Open

Charters
that Closed

Total

Bottom 10th
Percentile

Top 10th
Percentile

All Others

#

129

184

552

%

15%

21%

64%

#

8*

2

15

%

32%

8%

60%

Total

865

25

Chi-Square

6.712 (df=2, N=890)

Significance

.035

* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001
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TABLE 5
Pearson Chi-Square – Start Type

Bottom 5th
Percentile

Top 5th
Percentile

All Others

#

4***

11**

165*

%

2%

6%

92%

#

79

119

512

Conversion

Total

180

710

Startup
%

11%

17%

72%

Chi-Square

30.576 (df=2, N=890)

Significance

.000

Bottom 10th
Percentile

Top 10th
Percentile

All Others

#

10***

21**

149**

%

6%

12%

83%

#

127

165

418

%

18%

23%

59%

Conversion

Total

180

710

Startup

Chi-Square

36.268 (df=2, N=890)

Significance

.000

* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001
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TABLE 6
Pearson Chi-Square – Management Model

Bottom 5th
Percentile

Top 5th
Percentile

All Others

#

11**

72***

176

%

4%

28%

68%

#

50

44***

420

CMO

259

514

Freestanding

Network

%

10%

9%

82%

#

22***

14

81

%

19%

12%

69%

117

Chi-Square

67.919 (df=4, N=890)

Significance

.000

Bottom 10th
Percentile

Top 10th
Percentile

All Others

#

18***

97***

144

%

7%

37%

56%

#

84

71***

359

CMO

Total

259

514

Freestanding

Network

Total

%

16%

14%

70%

#

35***

18

64

%

30%

15%

55%

117

Chi-Square

83.532 (df=4, N=890)

Significance

.000

* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001
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TABLE 7
Pearson Chi-Square – CMO Replications

Bottom 5th
Percentile

Top 5th
Percentile

All Others

#

80

87*

580

%

11%

12%

78%

#

3**

43***

97

Did Not Replicate

Total

747

143

Replicated
%

2%

30%

68%

Chi-Square

38.953 (df=2, N=890)

Significance

.000

Bottom 10th
Percentile

Top 10th
Percentile

All Others

#

128

127*

487

%

17%

17%

65%

#

9**

59***

75

%

6%

41%

52%

Did Not Replicate

Total

747

143

Replicated

Chi-Square

46.349 (df=2, N=890)

Significance

.000

* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001
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TABLE 8
Pearson Chi-Square – Autonomy Status

Bottom 5th
Percentile

Top 5th
Percentile

All Others

#

69

111*

438

%

11%

18%

71%

#

2

5

31

Autonomous

618

38

Semi-autonomous

Non-autonomous

%

5%

13%

82%

#

12*

14***

208*

%

5%

6%

89%

Chi-Square

31.465 (df=4, N=890)

Significance

.000

Bottom 10th
Percentile

Top 10th
Percentile

All Others

#

108

152*

358

%

17%

25%

58%

#

7

7

24

Autonomous

234

Total

618

38

Semi-autonomous

Non-autonomous

Total

%

18%

18%

63%

#

22*

27**

185**

%

9%

12%

79%

Chi-Square

33.285 (df=4, N=890)

Significance

.000

234

* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001
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TABLE 9
Pearson Chi-Square – Funding Type

Indirect From
The District

Direct From
The State

Bottom 5th
Percentile

Top 5th
Percentile

All Others

#

13*

16***

224*

%

5%

6%

89%

#

70

114*

453

253

637
%

11%

18%

71%

Chi-Square

30.475 (df=2, N=890)

Significance

.000

Indirect From
The District

Direct From
The State

Total

Bottom 10th
Percentile

Top 10th
Percentile

All Others

#

25*

29***

199**

%

10%

11%

79%

#

112

157*

368

%

18%

25%

58%

Total

253

637

Chi-Square

34.436 (df=2, N=890)

Significance

.000

* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001
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TABLE 10
Pearson Chi-Square – Size

Bottom 5th
Percentile

Top 5th
Percentile

All Others

#

58

112

615

%

7%

14%

78%

#

25***

18

62*

Not Small

Small School
(T & S)

785

105
%

24%

59%

17%

Chi-Square

31.836 (df=2, N=890)

Significance

.000

Bottom 10th
Percentile

Top 10th
Percentile

All Others

#

108

162

515

%

14%

21%

66%

#

29**

24

52

%

28%

23%

50%

Not Small

Small School
(T & S)

Total

Total

785

105

Chi-Square

15.537 (df=2, N=890)

Significance

.000

* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001
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TABLE 11
Pearson Chi-Square – Free and Reduced price Lunch

Bottom 5th
Percentile

Top 5th
Percentile

All Others

#

42

15***

351*

%

10%

4%

86%

#

41

115***

326*

Under 50% FRL

Total

408

50% and Over FRL

482
%

9%

24%

68%

Chi-Square

72.205 (df=2, N=890)

Significance

.000

Bottom 10th
Percentile

Top 10th
Percentile

All Others

#

67

33***

308**

%

16%

8%

75%

#

70

153***

259**

%

15%

32%

54%

Under 50% FRL

Total

408

50% and Over FRL

482

Chi-Square

76.093 (df=2, N=890)

Significance

.000

* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001
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TABLE 12
Pearson Chi-Square – Age

Bottom 5th
Percentile

Top 5th
Percentile

All Others

#

23

31

191

%

9%

13%

78%

#

60

99

486

< 4 Years Old

Total

245

645

4+ Years Old
%

9%

15%

75%

Chi-Square

1.044 (df=2, N=890)

Significance

.593

Bottom 10th
Percentile

Top 10th
Percentile

All Others

#

42

43

160

%

17%

18%

65%

#

95

143

407

%

15%

22%

63%

< 4 Years Old

Total

245

645

4+ Years Old

Chi-Square

2.621 (df=2, N=890)

Significance

.270

* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001
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TABLE 13
Pearson Chi-Square – Age, Change over Time
Mature charters in 2012-13 are less likely to be in the bottom 5th and 10th percentiles.

Mature Charters
in 2007 - 2008

Mature Charters
in 2012 - 2013

Bottom 5th
Percentile

Top 5th
Percentile

All Others

#

56*

49

266

%

15%

13%

72%

#

60

99

486

371

645
%

9%

15%

75%

Chi-Square

8.086 (df=2, N=1016)

Significance

.018

Mature Charters
in 2007 - 2008

Mature Charters
in 2012 - 2013

Total

Bottom 10th
Percentile

Top 10th
Percentile

All Others

#

79

77

215

%

21%

21%

58%

#

95

143

407

%

15%

22%

63%

Total

371

645

Chi-Square

7.166 (df=2, N=1016)

Significance

.028

* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001
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TABLE 14
Pearson Chi-Square – Grade Span, Charter and Traditional

Charter
Elementary
Traditional
Charter
Middle
Traditional
Charter
High
Traditional

Bottom 5th
Percentile

Top 5th
Percentile

All Others

#

51***

57***

381**

%

10%

12%

78%

#

231

211*

4651

%

5%

4%

91%

#

7

19***

106

%

5%

14%

80%

#

46

41

1122

%

4%

3%

93%

#

25*

54***

190**

%

9%

20%

71%

#

50

28***

938

%

5%

3%

92%

Total
489
5093
132
1209
269
1016

Chi-Square

Elementary: 92.035 (df=2, N=5582);
Middle: 34.906 (df=2, N=1341); High: 118.332 (df=2, N=1285)

Significance

Elementary: .000; Middle: .000; High: .000

Charter
Elementary
Traditional
Charter
Middle
Traditional
Charter
High
Traditional

Bottom 10th
Percentile

Top 10th
Percentile

All Others

#

80***

88***

321***

%

16%

18%

66%

#

473

489

4131

%

9%

10%

81%

#

16

25***

91

%

12%

19%

69%

#

104

88

1017

%

9%

7%

84%

#

41

73***

155***

%

15%

27%

58%

#

106

57***

853*

%

10%

6%

84%

Total
489
5093
132
1209
269
1016

Chi-Square

Elementary: 66.326 (df=2, N=5582);
Middle: 24.169 (df=2, N=1341); High: 120.532 (df=2, N=1285)

Significance

Elementary: .000; Middle: .000; High: .000

* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001
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Endnotes
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.
2 Statistical significance for the five-year changes

in Figure 4 are cited in Figure 10.
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, Alternative and small
schools. Also, statistical significance testing was not
conducted with API data weighted by number
of students.

6.09% (0.20 standard deviations) more likely to
be in the bottom 10th; 12.25% (0.41 standard
deviations) more likely to be in the top 10th;
10.82% (0.50 standard deviations) more likely
to be in the top 5th
9 Note that this total represents all schools with
scores; it excludes ASAM, Alternative and small
schools, per previous endnote.
10 In order to better understand the number of
students impacted by each school, we weighted
the school-level scores by the number of students
tested at each school. This allows us to determine
the magnitude of the positive or negative school
effects. Generally we find that the schools that are
the farthest underperforming enroll the smallest
numbers of students, while those that are exceeding
predictions have the largest student enrollments.
Students in untested grades are excluded.
11 Statistical significance testing was not conducted

with API data weighted by number of students.

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

12 Note that this total represents all schools with 50+
test scores; it excludes ASAM, Alternative and small
schools. Also, statistical significance testing was not
conducted with API data weighted by number
of students.

7 All analyses in the report exclude 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.

13 CCSA defined “virtual schools” as those that were
classified as virtual in the California Department
of Education Charter Schools Directory, or clearly
identified as “virtual” or “online” in the school name
or nonprofit incorporation name.

8 Statistical significance testing is presented in

14 Data cited in this section are sourced from the

Appendices D & E. On average, charter schools
score nearly 1% (0.19 standard deviations) higher
than traditional schools on the Percent Predicted API.
This difference is statistically significant (p<0.001)
and means that if two schools had expected APIs
of 800, the traditional would actually score 799
and the charter would actually score 806. Charter
schools remain more likely than traditional schools
to underperform on the Percent Predicted API, but
they are even more likely to over-perform. All of
the differences below are statistically significant
(p<0.001). Charters are: 4.87% (0.22 standard
deviations) more likely to be in the bottom 5th;

California Department of Education CBEDS data file.

Endnotes

15 In 2013-14, charter schools in Oakland USD
educate 25%, in San Jose city educate 23%, and
in Los Angeles USD educate 22% of all public
students in grades K-12.
16 CREDO. Charter School Performance in California

(2014); Charter School Growth and Replication
(2013). http://credo.stanford.edu; CCSA.
Portrait of the Movement (2011)(2012)(2013).
www.calcharters.org.

17 CCSA (2011), (2012), (2013), CREDO (2014),
op. cit.
18 Note this analysis only includes the 145 of the
233 nonclassroom-based charters that had academic
performance data to calculate an SSM for 2012-13.
The other 88 lacked data for several reasons: 43
were Alternative schools, 28 had fewer than 50 v
alid test-takers, and 17 lacked API data. Results
should thus be interpreted with caution.
19 CCSA’s 2012 Portrait of the Movement report
documented underperformance of virtual schools
in California. The 2012-13 results show that
virtual schools are again more likely to be on the
underperforming side of the distribution (35% in
the bottom quartile and only 20% in the top quartile),
see Appendix B.
20 As mentioned in the section above, because
freestanding schools make up 80% of this category
(637 out of the 791 non-CMO schools as of 2013-14),
we refer to these schools as “freestanding schools”
as shorthand for the entire category of freestanding
and network charter schools instead of calling these
schools “non-CMOs.”
21 Semi-autonomous conversions are included with
autonomous conversions. See Appendix C for CCSA’s
full definition of autonomous, semi-autonomous, and
non-autonomous charter schools. Also, note that in
2012-13 there were 51 autonomous conversions but
in 2013-14 there were only 47 conversions (because
schools closed or changed autonomy status).
22 Excludes ASAM schools, Alternative Schools,
and schools with less than 50 valid test scores.
As outlined in Appendices D & E, the overall
significance for the fifth percentile Pearson chi-square
test is 0.138, which means that the difference for this
test is not statistically significant. With such a small
number of closures – only 25 with data to analyze –
it’s hard to attain statistical significance.
23 http://www.calcharters.org/2011/12/assessing-theutility-of-state-academic-indicators-for-measuringperformance-in-58-california-charte.html
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Endnotes
24 Ibid.
25 This same trend was documented by CREDO
in its 2014 California report, CREDO (2014), op. cit.
26 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.
27 CREDO (2013), op. cit.
28 See CCSA’s Similar Schools Measure Technical
Guide for more details: http://www.calcharters.org/

aggregated at each grade level, then aggregated at
the school level. The methodology controls for student
background characteristics, and the results are used
in LAUSD’s School Performance Framework for all
schools. http://portal.battelleforkids.org/BFK/LAUSD/
Home.html
38 In 2010-11 and 2011-12, these measures were
only assessed for charter schools within Los Angeles
Unified, but in 2012-13 several other charter schools
from around the state also received scores through
a partnership between CCSA and the University of
Wisconsin-Madison. These non-LAUSD charters are
included in the distribution for 2012-13.
39 This definition of Blended Learning was adapted
from: http://www.christenseninstitute.org/blendedlearning-definitions-and-models/

29 http://www.calcharters.org/blog/2014/05/91000students-waiting-to-attend-charter-schools-incalifornia.html
30 ASAM schools excluded
31 http://www.calcharters.org/2014/02/renewing-thepromise-how-charter-middle-and-high-schools-areputting-oakland-students-on-the-path-to.html
32 http://www.calcharters.org/2014/01/a-promisefulfilled-how-los-angeles-charter-schools-answer-thecollege-readiness-challenge.html
33 CREDO, 2013. Charter School Growth
and Replication. http://credo.stanford.edu.
34 Ibid.
35 Page 87, CREDO, http://credo.stanford.edu/
documents/NCSS%202013%20Final%20Draft.pdf
36 USC School Performance Dashboard, 2013.
http://school-performance.usc.edu/pdfs/usc_charter_
perf_dash_2013_FINAL.pdf

37 The Academic Growth over Time (AGT) measure
is LAUSD’s value-added metric, calculated using
three years of data where available. Students’ CST
scores are compared from one year to the next and
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