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As the membership and professional organization representing California’s 912 charter 
schools, the California Charter Schools Association (CCSA) endeavors to advance the 
aim of the charter movement to increase academic achievement, particularly among 
the most underserved public school students in the state. To fulfill the mandate given 
by the Legislature when it passed the California Charter Schools Act in 1992, CCSA 
recognizes the critical need for a more effective performance system that succeeds 
at holding charter schools accountable for strong academic results, and incentivizes 
those schools that achieve high results with students traditionally underserved by 
the public system. Current accountability provisions for charter schools in California, 
as defined in law, result in an unacceptable number of chronically under-performing 
charter schools receiving renewals. From CCSA’s extensive engagement with charter 
school leaders across the state, it is clear that our members share a strong commitment 
to fulfilling the promise contained within the Charter Schools Act.

This Portrait of the Movement report introduces a performance framework for charter 
public schools in California that renders a more nuanced analysis of charter school 
performance on a variety of academic performance indicators. This framework 
enables policymakers and CCSA’s membership to press for greater accountability 
for low-performing charter schools and the expansion of schools that are achieving 
remarkable success with traditionally underserved students. This report is concurrently 
released with a searchable map that compares all public charter and traditional public 
schools, a sortable spreadsheet detailing the performance results of every charter in 
California for which data is available, as well as an interactive scatter-plot that shows 
the results of charters four years and older on the CCSA Accountability Framework 
described in this publication. This unprecedented level of transparency and access 
is necessary to contextualize charter successes and challenges, even as we explore 
new policy and advocacy responses to help support charters in their quest toward 
ever-higher academic success.

Today, we face a level of inequality within our public education system characterized 
by a pervasive achievement gap between affluent students and their low-income 
peers. Far too often, a school’s academic performance mirrors the socio-economic 
status of its student body, with struggling schools disproportionately serving the 
most disadvantaged students. Of the many findings in this report, perhaps the most 
significant is that many charters are changing this reality, and achieving success at re-
markably high rates, regardless of the socio-economic background of their students. We 
also recognize that we must address the sustained underperformance of some char-
ters in order to pave the way for growing and replicating successful charter schools.
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CCSA’s 
Accountability 
Measure

Assessing 
a Continuum 
of Performance

A central purpose of CCSA’s academic accountability initiative is to strengthen 
the academic performance standards to which charter schools are held. One of 
the challenges we face in this effort is that our state’s accountability system does not 
track individual student progress – a feature that is widely recognized to be the gold 
standard in school accountability. Recognizing this challenge, CCSA has taken on
the goal of making meaningful and substantial improvments to our current system, 
while maintaining the position that the state should continue to make progress 
towards adopting an individual student growth model as quickly as possible. CCSA 
has developed a tool, the Similar Students Measure (SSM), which assesses 
school performance while filtering out many of the non-school effects on student 
achievement through the use of regression-based predictive modeling, an approach 
used by researchers across the field. The measure compares a school’s Academic 
Performance Index (API)1 to a predicted API that controls for the effects of student 
background on performance, resulting in a metric called Percent Predicted API. 
This approach enables researchers to identify schools that perform significantly 
over and under their prediction on an annual basis, as well as over a period of 
three years.

Using this tool, we see that charters are much more likely than non-charters to far 
over-perform their prediction, and to a somewhat lesser extent, are also more likely 
to under-perform their prediction, thus generating a “U-shaped” distribution of 
performance.

Charters, Distribution on Percent Predicted API, 2010
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Looking more closely at patterns of charter school performance using this tool, 
we arrive at a number of key findings:

•  Charters are over four times as likely as non-charters to be among the top 5%  
   of schools statewide in terms of performance relative to a prediction, yet also 
   over twice as likely to be among the bottom 5% of schools statewide.

•  There is some evidence that the concentration of over-performing charters is 
    increasing, while the concentration of under-performing charters is decreasing 
    over time.

•  Many more students are served by over-performing charters.

•  Charters that serve low-income students are over-performing at high rates relative 
   to the traditional system; students at charters serving low-income populations are 
   very likely to be served by an over-performing school.

•  Classroom-based charters are over-performing in comparison with traditional 
    public schools, as non-classroom-based charters are more concentrated 
    among under-performing schools.

•  Schools operated by Charter Management Organizations (CMOs) are over-performing  
    in comparison with traditional public schools, in terms of their performance relative 
    to a prediction.

•  School maturity is not associated with over-or under-performance. Young schools                                 
    have a similar distribution as mature schools in terms of their performance relative  
    to a prediction.

*The Alternative Schools Accountability Model (ASAM) provides school-level accountability for alternative     
  schools serving highly mobile and at-risk students.

2009 - 2010 Total, excluding 
ASAM* + small

Bottom 5% 
of CA schools

Bottom 10% 
of CA schools

Top 10% 
of CA schools

Top 5% 
of CA schools

Number of Charters (%) 720 83 (11.5%) 138 (19.2%) 157 (21.8%) 115 (16.0%)

Number of Non-Charters 
(%) 7,454 325 (4.4%) 679 (9.1%) 661 (8.9%) 293 (3.9%)
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CCSA Accountability 
Framework

Setting Minimum 
Performance Criteria 
and Targeting “High 
Impact” Schools

In order to broaden our assessment of charter school performance and evaluate 
performance through multiple lenses, we devised a three-dimensional framework 
that overlays the Similar Students Measure on a grid of Status and Growth based 
on the Academic Performance Index (API). We see how charters – particularly those 
serving disadvantaged students – compare to traditional public schools on measures 
of academic status and three-year growth, and investigate patterns within the charter 
movement by school type. Notably, we find that:

•  Charters are more likely than non-charters to have high academic status and high 
    growth. Charters are also more concentrated than non-charters among schools 
    with low academic status and low growth, but those charters serve proportionally 
    fewer students than low-performing non-charters.
•  Charters serving low-income populations are more likely to be high-performing and 
    less likely to be low-performing than non-charters serving low-income populations.

•  The impact of family income on charter schools’ performance is four times less 
    than the impact of family income on non-charters’ performance. 

•  Various charter school characteristics are associated with higher and lower levels 
   of academic status and growth. Classroom-based charters are more likely to be 
   high-performing, and non-classroom-based charters are somewhat more likely 
   to have low status and low growth.

•  Charter schools that are funded directly from the state are more likely to have 
   high growth than those that are funded indirectly through their district.

•  Charters that converted from a traditional public school into a charter school 
   are somewhat over-represented among schools with high academic status.

•  Small schools are somewhat over-represented among schools with low 
   academic status and low growth.

The Accountability Framework of Status, Growth, and the Similar Students Measure 
(SSM) has been a significant vehicle in informing CCSA’s efforts to establish minimum 
performance expectations for charters at the time of renewal. CCSA has adopted 
minimum performance standards that improve upon current law by creating a clear 
and transparent benchmark based on status and growth, including the SSM as a 
way to isolate student demographic factors, relying on mulitple years of data, and 
using the most recently available data. In 2010, 30 charter schools were identified 
as being below CCSA’s Minimum Criteria for Renewal. These schools represent a 
range of charter types, structures and management models, and serve on average 
fewer students than the overall charter population. For schools not meeting the 
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Minimum Criteria, CCSA will not publicly endorse their academic performance with 
their authorizer, without additional compelling data. CCSA encourages authorizers 
to take a deeper look at a school’s performance to assess what unique facts in each 
school’s data best explain the school’s record.

At the other end of the performance spectrum, the Status, Growth and SSM Framework 
also provides a guide for identifying “High Impact” schools that persistently exceed a 
prediction based on student background, while also demonstrating success on other 
measures of absolute academic performance. CCSA’s definition of “High Impact” 
schools is a high bar; only five percent of traditional schools would qualify under this 
definition. However, in 2009-10, 77 charters, or 10% of the state’s charters, qualified 
as a “High Impact” school. These schools are varied in curricular approach, management 
model and geographic location, and much can be learned from what they are doing 
and what challenges they have had to overcome in order to sustain results that far 
exceed a predicted performance based on their student demographics. CCSA will 
continue to orient its outreach and dissemination support to connect membership 
to lessons learned from these “High Impact” schools.

The findings from this first annual Portrait of the Movement report offer much reason 
for hope and optimism, as well as a realistic picture of the challenges ahead. Charters, 
as a group, prove that the achievement gap is NOT impossible to overcome; indeed, 
the most successful charters are significantly accelerating the performance of traditionally 
underserved students in demonstrable ways. CCSA, along with our membership, is 
deeply committed to further accelerating these successes and ensuring accountability 
for all charter schools, in order to deliver on the promise made to California families for 
high-quality educational opportunities for all.


