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I. Executive Summary 
 

In January 2011, the California Charter Schools Association (CCSA) embarked on an 
ambitious study of 58 charter schools in California. The goal of the study was to assess whether 
charter schools with low API status and growth scores were truly underperforming (as best as 
possible given the limitations of the data) and to get schools’ perspective of their own 
performance. Through extensive analysis of academic performance data and interviews with 
school leaders, we sought to describe the academic performance of these schools and identify 
any common characteristics in terms of students served, school design and governance, school 
leadership, or instructional approach. We also assessed whether CCSA’s accountability 
framework was accurately identifying the lowest performing charter schools in the state. 
 
 We found that the charter schools in this study are performing at comparatively very low 
levels of achievement (particularly in math). Moreover, the data suggest that many of these 
schools are underperforming compared to how other schools are serving similar demographics 
of students. It is definitely true that the lowest performing schools are serving populations at 
high risk for low achievement (in terms of poverty, parent education, high risk populations 
unaccounted for in the public data file, such as pregnant and parenting teens, foster youth, etc.). 
We found that to a significant extent, there is a shared underlying assumption among these 
schools that they are being held to unfair standards of achievement that penalize them for the 
populations they serve, and that their low API scores and low growth scales are largely 
attributable to whom they serve, not the efforts of the schools themselves. However, this study 
revealed that many schools serving very comparable students populations and experiencing 
very similar challenges in student population are performing significantly better, and the 
Association’s SSM instrument is properly calibrated to discern between schools that are 
performing well and those that are struggling.  As such, the study confirms that CCSA’s 
accountability framework is appropriately accounting for many of these differences in population 
and “crediting” the schools for such fluctuations.  
 

Among the 58 schools in the study, while each does have low API status and growth 
scores, CCSA’s SSM indicates that 21 of the 58 are actually performing within predicted ranges 
given their population and would be eligible for renewal support. In sum, this study confirms the 
path CCSA has chosen, verifying that the SSM is appropriately differentiating among the lowest 
performing charter schools and helping CCSA identify those to support in renewal. 

 
This report is a condensed summary of findings to provide schools with an overview of 

the conversations we had with schools, the analysis we conducted and the lessons we learned. 
We also include in Section IX resources for schools to help them gauge their performance in 
comparison to other schools as well as survey ideas to measure aspects of schools’ 
performance that  are most important to them. To all the schools who participated in this study, 
we thank you for the time you invested with us and your willingness to share your 
achievements, your challenges and your ideas about how we as a movement can best ensure 
appropriate accountability standards for charter schools. 
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II. Introduction 
 

In January 2011, the California Charter Schools Association (CCSA) embarked on an 
ambitious study of 58 charter schools in California. The goal of the study was to assess whether 
charter schools with low API status and growth scores were truly underperforming (as best as 
possible given the limitations of the data) and to get schools’ perspective of their own 
performance.1 Between January and April 2011, 21 CCSA staff traveled across the state 
interviewing school leaders, coded nearly a hundred hours of interview notes and mined school 
and student performance data to try to better understand the picture of performance and the 
challenges facing these schools. 

 
The conversation with schools was frank: “The data say you are underperforming…do 

you think you are? If so, why? If not, what are we missing about your performance that the 
existing state metrics don’t show? How do you measure it and how can that inform 
improvements to how we understand California charters’ performance?” Schools’ answers 
helped to shed light on their diverse philosophies of student success, school accountability, and 
how performance should be measured. 

 
This study sought to answer three overarching research questions: 

 
1. Do these schools share common characteristics in terms of students served, 

school design and governance, school leadership, instructional approach or 
other unique circumstances?  
 

2. What is the academic performance of these charter schools? Specifically, what 
are the trends over time? Does an analysis of student-level data (where available) 
reveal trends of consistent low performance or does a different pattern emerge?  

 
3. Does CCSA’s accountability framework accurately identify the lowest 

performing charters in the state? Do the schools that are identified as 
underperforming by the CCSA’s Similar Students Measure (“SSM”) differ markedly 
from those that aren’t? Do CCSA’s SSM metric accurately identify “underperforming 
schools” as identified by other school characteristics ascertained through the study?  

 
This study is organized by findings associated with each research question (academic 

performance, common characteristics and accuracy of CCSA accountability metrics) and 
concludes with a summary assessment of performance. 

  
 

III. Methodology 
 

The study consisted of both quantitative and qualitative data analysis. For the 
quantitative analysis, CCSA examined both school-level and student-level achievement and 
demographic data to more deeply understand the performance of the schools, the context in 
which they operate, and whether evidence exists that schools are improving the academic 
trajectory of their students. For the qualitative analysis, CCSA conducted interviews with school 

                                                      
1
Charter schools included in the study had a 2009-10 API score below 700 and cumulative API growth 

over three years of less than 30 points. 
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Figure 1. Charter SSM Bands by Status/Growth Quadrants Bands 
 

leaders and staff to better understand student populations, curricular approaches, and unique 
circumstances of the schools.  
 

A. Site Selection Criteria 
 

We began the site selection process by identifying charter schools that were at least four 
years old as of 2010-11.2 These schools would have at least three years worth of prior years’ 
data with which to calculate a Similar Students Measure (SSM) band. CCSA then identified “low 
performing” charter schools utilizing the first two first two metrics in CCSA’s three-pronged 
accountability framework. To meet CCSA’s Minimum Criteria for Renewal, a school must have:  

 an API score of at least 700,  

 cumulative API growth over three years of at least 30 points,3 and 

 a Similar Students Measure (SSM)4 band of “Within/Fluctuating” through “Far Above All 
Years.” 

CCSA used these first two criteria to identify schools that would not meet the qualifications for 
renewal support as a method to select schools that were potentially “low performing.” Therefore, 
schools were selected if their 2009-10 API scores were below 700 and if they had fewer than 30 
points of cumulative API 
growth over three years 
(2007-08 to 2009-10). 

 
Among the schools 

with API scores below 700 
and less than 30 points 
growth, schools with an SSM 
band that falls in the range of 
“Within/Fluctuating” through 
“Far Above All Years” are 
considered to be above 
CCSA’s Minimum Criteria for 
Renewal. Therefore, it would 
seem appropriate to only 
select schools for the study 
that had a SSM band of 
“Below Most Years” or “Far 
Below All Years.” However, 
we decided that this study 
presented a unique 

                                                      
2
 ASAM and Special Education sites were not included in this study. 

3
 Cumulative API score growth is calculated by finding the sum of each year’s difference between API 

Growth and API Base scores for a given school. This is more accurate than simply subtracting API 
Growth scores across years (California Department of Education, 2010-11 API Information Guide, 
http://www.cde.ca.gov/ta/ac/ap/documents/infoguide10.pdf, pg. 13). 
4
 The Similar Students Measure (SSM) is a metric developed by CCSA that scales school performance 

based on several demographic and socioeconomic variables using regression analysis. School 
performance is measured over three years to determine how often the school outperforms or 
underperforms its predicted API score given its student population characteristics. Five SSM performance 
bands are used to describe the range of schools’ performance: Far Below All Years, Below Most Years, 
Within/Fluctuating, Above Most Years, and Above All Years. For more information, see the Technical 
Guide to the Construction of the California Charter Schools Association’s Annual School Performance 
Prediction (ASPP) and Similar Students Measure (SSM). 

http://www.cde.ca.gov/ta/ac/ap/documents/infoguide10.pdf
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opportunity to visit Low Status/Low Growth schools across the entire spectrum of SSM bands. 
Once data was collected on all of the schools identified using the first two criteria, we could test 
if those schools with lower SSM bands were, in fact, underperforming (according to other 
metrics in the study) as compared to schools with higher SSM bands. 

 
In 2009-10, there were 503 charters at least four years old. Fifty-eight – or 12% - of 

those charters had a 2010 API Growth score of less than 700 and three years of cumulative API 
growth of fewer than 30 points (see Figure 1, lower left quadrant). As the figure shows, the 58 
schools include charters with SSM Bands ranging from Far Below All Years (red) to Above Most 
Years (lilac). These 58 schools are the basis for this study.  

 
B. Interview Process 
 
 In early December 2010, CCSA sent invitation letters to school leaders (by email and 
regular mail) explaining the purpose of the study and requesting a two-to-three hour site visit 
and interview during the month of January 2011 In total, 48 visits were scheduled, 47 were 
completed, and 46 were included in qualitative analyses. Each school visit included two CCSA 
staff: a data representative and a regional representative.  
 

C. School-level Quantitative Data 
 

Quantitative data from CDE and CCSA were used to describe schools based on their 
academic performance, demographics, and school structures. Data sources and variables used 
are listed in Figure 2. Academic performance data originated from API and AYP data files and 
school structure data from CCSA’s internal charter database known as iMIS. The data files were 
merged across the three years of study (school years 2007-08, 2008-09, and 2009-10). API 
data files are publicly available through the California Department of Education and provide 
access to a wide range of academic performance and demographic data that is reported to the 
State and Federal governments. The iMIS database includes data that is collected by CCSA 
through yearly surveys that are sent to all California charter schools, irrespective of membership 
status. This information includes questions related to school structure and governance.  
    

Figure 2. Description of Data Files and Variables Used for Quantitative Analysis 

Data File Source Purpose Variables Used 

API Data 
Files 

California 
Department of 
Education 

Used to describe key 
API performance and 
demographic trends at 
the school level and 
among subgroups 

API Growth Score 
Program Improvement Status 
State and Similar Schools Ranks 
Student Retention 
School District 
Percent of Students Enrolled by Grade 
Total Enrollment 
% FRL Student Enrollment 
% ELL Student Enrollment 
% RFEP Student Enrollment 
% Students with Disabilities Enrollment 
% Student Racial Background 
Parent Education Level 
Number tested 
Number valid test scores 

AYP Data 
Files 

California 
Department of 
Education 

Used to describe key 
performance trends in 
English Language Arts 

English Proficiency Levels 
Math Proficiency Levels 
Small School Designation 
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and Math proficiency 
levels at the school level 
and among subgroups  

ASAM or Special Education Designation 
Graduation Rates 

Public 
School 
Data Files 

California 
Department of 
Education 

Used to describe school 
type (grade span) 

School Type Code 

iMIS 
Database 

California 
Charter 
Schools 
Association 

Used to describe trends 
related to school 
governance and 
structure that are not 
collected by the 
California Department of 
Education 

Charter School Designation 
SSM Band, Number of Years Open 
Annual School Performance Prediction 
CCSA Charter School Region 
Start Type (Startup vs. Conversion) 
CMO/Network/Freestanding Charter Status 
Site Type (IS, Combo, or Classroom-Based) 
Autonomy Status 

 
The availability of data from the California Department of Education and iMIS allowed for 

descriptive analyses to be completed across all California charters at least four years old rather 
than only amongst the schools that were interviewed. This provided a means with which to 
complete analyses within the full population of 58 low performing schools and comparisons 
between this group and all other charters at least four years old. Quantitative analysis was used 
to identify major trends within the lowest performing schools according to different 
characteristics (school type, site type, school size, CMO status, SSM bands, etc.). SSM bands 
were used in particular to determine if schools were being identified as low performing due to 
particular characteristics, such as being of independent study status or being a small school. 
The trends within the 58 schools were also compared to the broader population of charter 
schools to describe any unique or particularly meaningful trends in the context of low 
performance, with tests of statistical significance to help determine which differences were 
meaningful and worthy of discussion. 
 

D. School-level Qualitative Coding and Analysis Approach 
 

The school-level analysis undertaken for this study occurred in two distinct steps. 
Qualitative data from school interviews were first coded and organized by themes according to 
frequency of responses. After all interviews were coded, quantitative data was merged into the 
coded qualitative file and analyses were conducted on the final school-level dataset.  

 
We coded school interviews in an intensive, two-round process. Each CCSA team 

member involved in coding was given specific questions from the interview to code (organized 
by key themes). Team members reviewed all schools’ responses to each question, created 
separate categories for similar responses, and tallied the number of answers that fit into each 
category. This process helped the team transform qualitative responses into numeric data (e.g., 
the number of schools that stated safety was one of their primary goals). Major themes 
included: (1) descriptive profile of structure or population, (2) description of alternative measures 
being used and suggested for use, (3) goals for the school, (4) issues for the school, (5) assets 
of the school, (6) reasons for why the school’s API is low – referred to as “faults” in this study. 
Initial analysis revealed that some themes or interpretations of the responses needed to be 
more fully explored or clarified by reviewing a school’s responses as a whole (rather than 
broken apart into relevant areas). We also decided that the final dataset of qualitative coding for 
these areas should take into consideration the difference between explicit responses (direct 
statements made by the interviewees) and implicit responses (clearly interpretable from the 
interview notes even if not explicitly stated), and should separate out answers that were only 
relevant as of the 2010-11 school year (meaning they were recent changes not reflective of prior 
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performance). Additionally, strong themes had emerged across responses to different 
questions, indicating that school leaders provided information that was relevant to some 
questions throughout the interview. Therefore, to maximize the robustness and utility of the 
interview data analysis, a single analyst reviewed the full set of 46 interviews and completed a 
second round of coding.  

 
After the second round of coding was checked and cleaned for any final inconsistencies, 

the qualitative data and quantitative data were merged and descriptive statistical analyses were 
performed to help identify major trends. These analyses consisted of response frequencies and 
cross-tabulating coded qualitative responses with school structure and academic variables to 
identify trends by different types of low performing schools. These analyses could only be 
performed on the 46 schools that had interview data. For the full set of 58 low performing 
schools, only quantitative school-level analyses were conducted using the data available 
regarding academic performance, demographics, and school structure (see prior section).  
 

An important note about qualitative data is that when people are asked open-ended 
questions, they choose to answer whatever comes to the front of their mind, often what is a 
priority for them or most present at the moment. This does not preclude the possibility that other 
answers other interviewees give may apply to them as well. For example, when asked about 
staffing, one school may have discussed a quality issue and another did not. This does not 
automatically mean that the issue does not apply to the school that did not raise it. All coding for 
this study was done as 1=indicated and 0=Not indicated. The team kept in mind that “not 
indicated” did not necessarily mean that the school would have answered “no” if a specific 
practice or issue had been raised with them. While this caveat needs to be given for when we 
compare different groups of charters split on their qualitative responses, it must also be added 
that the interview questions were exhaustive so in many cases, we are confident in the data 
captured.  
 

E. Individual-Level Academic Performance Data 
 
 The use of individual student-level academic performance data was limited in this study 
because only we only had access to adequate data for 17 schools. However, where the data 
was available, it provided a unique opportunity to develop a greater understanding of whether or 
not schools improved the trajectory of their students’ academic performance during the study 
period despite falling below CCSA’s minimum performance criteria. Using student-level data 
ensured that the same students were analyzed over the study period rather than relying on 
aggregated test scores that could include a highly mobile student population. This helps to draw 
a more direct connection between a school’s program and its teachers to student achievement. 
Student-level data allowed us to explore with greater precision the issue of whether API scores 
were masking a potentially higher level of academic growth occurring at schools with students 
who were admitted while they were at low levels of performance. Conversely, low growth could 
further substantiate the categorization of the 58 schools selected as low performing. Three 
separate analyses were included in this study that utilized student-level data: 

 English Language Arts and Math Proficiency Band Movement analysis using ZOOM! 
data, 

 Student Growth Percentile analysis for ELA and Math using ZOOM! data, and 

 Academic Growth over Time analysis for ELA and Math using Los Angeles Unified 
School District data. 
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The first two analyses relied on the availability of student-level data uploaded by schools 
into CCSA’s ZOOM! database, a tool that allows member schools to track and analyze student 
test scores and other data points. At least two years’ worth of data were required for a student in 
order to show growth in student California Star Test (CST) English Language Arts and 
Mathematics proficiency levels.  
 
Proficiency Band Movement Analysis 

The first analysis studied 13 schools out of the 58 with enough data uploaded into 
ZOOM! for at least two out of the three years in the study period. Since California’s educational 
target is for all students to perform at proficient or advanced on the CSTs,5 performance shifts 
were calculated only for students who were not yet proficient or dropped below proficient in 
either ELA or Mathematics. The proficiency band analysis was performed by coding any such 
changes in proficiency levels from one year to the next for students continuously enrolled at the 
13 schools for either two or three years during the study period 2007-08 through 2009-10. 
These changes were calculated separately for ELA and Mathematics and only for the second 
through eleventh grades (these tests are not given to students in other grade levels). Proficiency 
band moves were then quantified in terms of whether students gained ground (e.g. moved up a 
band), lost ground (e.g. moved down a band), were flat (stayed within a band) or maintained 
proficient/advanced (meaning they were already at proficient and advanced bands in both 
years). Results for each student were then aggregated at the school level for ELA and Math to 
determine what percentage of students gained/lost ground in proficiency bands across years.  
 
Student Growth Percentiles Analysis 

Seven ZOOM! Data Source schools also had a sufficiently large sample of data to be 
analyzed using quantile regression to estimate Student Growth Percentiles. This analysis was 
conducted by John Schacter, PhD. of the Value-Added Analysis Network. This analysis helps 
quantify the range of growth for students at a school compared to students with similar 
achievement histories in other California schools. Results from quantile regression models can 
be expressed on a normative scale as Student Growth Percentiles. Schools that exhibit average 
learning growth fall at the 50th growth percentile. Schools with learning growth above the 50th 
percentile demonstrate greater than average growth. And, schools with learning growth below 
the 50th percentile contain students making less than average learning progress.   

 
Dr. Schacter used this model to create a range of likely ELA and Math test score 

outcomes for each student based on his or her characteristics.6 These outcomes were then 
scaled from zero to one hundred, which acted as a foundation for assessing student growth in 
terms of a percentage. For example, if a student made gains on the ELA test from one year to 
the next that were greater than 63% of his or her cohort of similar students, that student’s 
Growth Percentile would be 63%. After calculating Growth Percentiles for each student, the 
percentiles were aggregated at the school level for both ELA and Math for all seven schools.  
 
Academic Growth over Time Analysis 

In April 2011, the Los Angeles Unified School District (LAUSD) released Academic 
Growth over Time (AGT) value-added scores for all schools in the district (charter and non-
charter) where data were available. LAUSD’s AGT model utilized a large set of student and 

                                                      
5
California Department of Education, 2009, “Explaining STAR 2009 Program Summary Results to the 

Public”, Retrieved from http://www.cde.ca.gov/ta/tg/sr/documents/pkt5intrpts09.pdf#search=CST% 
20scale%20scores&view=FitH&pagemode=none. 
6
 This differs from the Proficiency Band Analysis in that scale scores, rather than bands, were used as the 

point of comparison to measure academic growth. 
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classroom characteristics to identify the extent to which schools contribute to the improvement 
of student achievement outcomes in their classrooms. In lay terms, the model seeks to predict a 
student’s academic achievement (taking into account the student’s prior performance and the 
impact of demographic and classroom effects on performance). If students in a school 
consistently outperform their predictions when all these factors taken into account, the school 
can be considered to have improved the academic trajectory of its students’ achievement. The 
Academic Growth Over Time model seeks to quantify what value a school is adding to students’ 
performance and whether that value-add is above, below, or about the same as the district 
average. LAUSD provided grade-level and school-level ELA and Math Academic Growth over 
Time scores for 2009-10 and three-year averages to CCSA staff. CCSA assessed 2010 AGT 
scores and three-year averages as compared to all other charters four years or older and as 
compared to the overall distribution (charter and non-charter) district-wide. Seven of the 58 
schools studied had available data and were included in these analyses. 

 
 

F. Explanation of How Findings Are Presented: First for All Schools and then 
Divided into Similar Students Measure (SSM) Bands 

 
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) to a 
predicted API that controls for the effects of student background on performance. This approach 
enables researchers to identify schools that perform significantly over and under their prediction 
over a period of three years. One goal of this study was to assess the effectiveness of the SSM 
in identifying schools that are not just low performing (meaning low API status and growth) but 
also are underperforming (meaning they are not performing as well as other schools are with 
the same populations of students). In each section of the report, the 58 charter schools in the 
study are first compared to all other charter schools four years and older. Then the 58 schools 
are divided into two groups based on lower and higher Similar Students Measure bands. 

 
Figure 3 below compares the SSM of the lowest performing charters with other charters 

4+ years old. There is a statistically significant difference between the two groups, with the 
lowest performing charters significantly more likely to have a low SSM than other charters. 
Specifically, 52% of the 58 lowest performing charters have an SSM of “below most years” or 
lower, compared to 14% of the other charters.  
 

Figure 3. SSM for 58 Charters Studied and Other Charters 4 Years or Older 

SSM Band Other Charters 4+ 58 Charters Studied 

1 - Far below all years 2.8% 17.2% 

2 - Below all years 6.3% 15.5% 

3 - Below most years 5.1% 19.0% 

4 - Within/Fluctuating 63.6% 44.8% 

5 - Above most years 4.4% 3.4% 

6 - Above all years 9.7% .0% 

7 - Far above all years 8.1% .0% 

 
While the majority of the lowest performing charters are in the Iower SSM bands, there 

are many in the “within/fluctuating” category and two in the “above most years” category. 
According to CCSA’s new accountability framework, even though this set of schools is below 
700 score/30points growth on API, CCSA will support their renewal because we can point to 
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SSM data showing they are performing as well or better than other schools with these 
populations. The lowest performing schools that would not qualify for CCSA endorsement would 
be those with an SSM of “below (or far below) most or all years”. To really understand if the 
SSM is identifying the appropriate group of charters within the lowest performing, we split the 58 
into groups: those with an SSM of “below most/all years” referred to as “Non-Support” and those 
with an SSM of “within/above” referred to as “Support” charters (see Figure 4). 

 
Figure 4. SSM for 58 Charters Studied 

SSM Band Support (N=28) Non-Support (N=30) 

1 - Far below all years 0.0% 33.3% 

2 - Below all years 0.0% 30.0% 

3 - Below most years 0.0% 36.7% 

4 - Within/Fluctuating 92.9% 0.0% 

5 - Above most years 7.1% 0.0% 

6 - Above all years 0.0% 0.0% 

7 - Far above all years 0.0% 0.0% 
Ns are lower when discussing qualitative data because not all 58 were interviewed (i.e., N for 
Support is 21 and N for Non-Support is 25). 

 
Each section below explores whether there are key differences between the two sets of 

lowest performing schools in their structure, population, goals, issues and assets, and 
explanations of low performance as a way to assess whether the CCSA’s Accountability Metric 
(and specifically the SSM) is appropriately identifying underperforming schools. 

 
 

IV. Key Characteristics, Issues and Assets  
 

During the interview process and subsequent data analysis, several key themes 
emerged that differentiate the 58 charter schools studied from other California charter schools 
four years or older. This section identifies key aspects of these 58 charter schools, including 
structural variables (such as grade span, school configuration, and size), student population 
characteristics, mission and goals. Schools’ programmatic focus and curricula, leadership, and 
staffing/professional development are also explored. When the school identified a particular 
topic as an issue impacting their performance or the interviewer came away with a clear feeling 
that a particular topic was problematic for a school, it was identified as an “issue.” For some 
characteristics, we also identified schools that had assets related to that area, based on what 
the interviewees said they were proud of or that the interviewer clearly felt was a strength. 
Issues and assets are described within each section below where relevant.  

 
 

A. School Structure 
 
School Design Profile 

The 58 charter schools studied are mostly freestanding (as opposed to being part of a 
charter management organization or network), autonomous, classroom-based schools. This is 
not surprising, given that this represents the majority of California charter schools. However, in 
comparison with all other California charters four years or older, the 58 charter schools are 
statistically significantly more likely than other charters to be: 

 K-12 or High School (79% for lowest vs. 40% for others). 

 Independent study rather than classroom-based (40% vs. 19%). 
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 Identified as a small school by the CDE (29% vs. 14%). 

 Start-up model versus conversion (95% vs. 80%). 
 

Figure 5. School Structure 

Structure Variables Other Charters 4+ Yrs 58 Charters Studied 

School Type   

ES 47.2% 15.5% 

MS 11.5% 3.4% 

HS 23.8% 41.4% 

K-12 15.7% 37.9% 

Alternative Types 0.4% 0.0% 

Missing 1.3% 1.7% 

Site Type
1
     

Independent Study (IS) 18.6% 39.7% 

Classroom-Based 81.4% 60.3% 

Size (as identified by CDE)
 2
     

Not Small  85.8% 70.7% 

Small (less than 100 valid tests) 14.2% 29.3% 

Start Type  

Conversion 20.0% 5.2% 

Startup 80.0% 94.8% 

Charter Autonomy
3
   

Non-autonomous 31.5% 31.0% 

Semi-autonomous 5.2% 0.0% 

Autonomous 63.3% 69.0% 

Management Model   

CMO 25.3% 15.5% 

Network 11.4% 10.3% 

Freestanding 63.3% 74.1% 
1. Independent study also includes combination sites  
2. Schools with less than 100 valid tests are classified as small by the state and receive API scores with an asterisk to 
denote the greater statistical uncertainty of an API based on a small number of student scores. 
3. Levels of charter school autonomy were recently categorized by CCSA. Autonomous schools have control of a majority of 
board appointments, the school does not operate under the district’s collective bargaining agreement, and the school is 
directly funded by the state. In non-autonomous schools, the authorizing school district appoints a majority of the charter 
school's board of directors, and/or the school operates under the district’s collective bargaining agreement and is not direct 
funded and incorporated as a 501(c)3, or the school is locally funded and is not incorporated as a 501(c)3. In semi-
autonomous schools, the district governing board holds control over one of the following components: budget, hiring, or 
instructional practices of the charter school. 

 
In addition to a higher percentage of the 58 charter schools studied being “small,” average 

enrollment for the 58 charters is significantly lower than at other charters, with an average of 
256 students compared to 375 for other charters (see Figure 5). Despite these group 
differences, it is important to note that the majority (71%) of the 58 charters studied are not 
classified as “small” and so their API data are considered reliable.  
 

There is a strong overlap between the K-12, independent 
study, small and non-autonomous schools (K-12 and IS in 
particular). Specifically, compared to other charters, the 58 charter 
schools studied that are: 

 IS are more likely to be K-12, small and non-autonomous. 

 K-12s are more likely to be small and independent study. 

 Small schools are more likely to be IS and K-12.  

 Non-autonomous are much more likely to be IS and K-12. 
17 5 7 

Ind 
Study 

K-12 

Figure 6 Independent Study and 
K-12 Overlap among 58 Charters 

Studied 
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The most substantial overlap among the 58 charter schools occurs between IS and K-

12. More than 70% of the K-12 schools among the 58 studied are also IS schools and vice 
versa (see Figure 6). The percentages are somewhat higher than for all other charters (where 
55% of IS are K-12 and 64% of K-12 are IS).  

 
Location Profile 

According to the interviews, the 
majority of the 58 charter schools 
operate on one physical site and 
several others are co-located with the 
district or another school or organization. 
Only a couple of the interviewed charters 
indicate they are at more than one site. 
 

There is a slight difference 
between the 58 charter schools and other 
charters in their geographic location. 
Fifty-nine percent of the lowest 
performing charters are located in 
Northern California, compared to 54% of 
the other charters (see Figure 7 for a 
state map of charters). The difference is 
mostly due to the San Francisco region 
having a higher percentage of lowest 
performers compared to other charters 
and San Diego having fewer.  
 
Other School Structure Elements 

 Other elements of school 
structure that are not tracked by the state 
or CCSA’s IMIS database are related to 
governance and finances. These areas 
were discussed to a small extent during the school interviews. Although this was not the primary 
focus of the interviews, facilities, finances, and governance challenges did come up as recurring 
issues for schools in the study. Finance and facility issues are identified for approximately half of 
the 46 interviewed charters, and governance for one-third.  

 
Facility issues are primarily of two types – either the school experienced major changes or 

problems with their facility and had to move (some more than once) or the facility was described 
as not being large enough so students and teachers lack space for quiet instruction. Other 
issues relate to a lack of extra resources, such as computer labs. 

 
Finances are indicated as issues when they directly impact the charter’s ability to provide 

the resources students need for a high-quality education. Charters describe cutting staff and 
increasing class size, not buying current textbooks so continuing to rely on outdated texts and 
curricula, and not providing resources for identified needs (such as tutors).  

  

Board-related issues include: board is a “rubber stamp” decision-maker, micro-manages the 
school, does not know how to hold the school accountable, does not have appropriate 
membership, is small or not at full membership, is unengaged.  

Figure 7. State Map of 58 Charters Studied by County 
Concentration of Other Charters 4+ Years 
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B. Student Population 
 
General Population Characteristics 

The 58 charter schools studied serve a student population that is primarily low-income, 
Hispanic or White, and from families with lower education levels. Comparing the profile of the 58 
charter schools studied to that of other charters at least four years old shows there are a few 
key student population differences between the two groups. The 58 charter schools in they 
study are statistically significantly more likely than other charters to serve students who are low-
income (58% for lowest vs. 46% for others). While not significant, 58 charter schools serve a 
slightly higher Hispanic population (47% vs. 42%). Other demographic groups, such as African-
American students or students with a disability or English Learners, tend to be served in very 
similar percentages by the two groups. 

 
The 58 charter schools studied also serve students from significantly lower parent 

education levels. The average parent education level for the 58 charters is 2.0 – equivalent to 
“not a high school graduate” on the five-point scale - versus 2.5 for other charters. The 
difference becomes more apparent when comparing the percentages by level of education. The 
58 charter schools studied only have an average of 14% of students whose parents have some 
college or a college degree, compared to 54% for other charters 

 
 Student retention also tends to be more of a factor at the 58 charter schools. The 58 

charters retain 78% of their students from Fall to Spring, compared to 92% retained at other 
charters (see Figure 12). This confirms the narrative we heard in interviews, that many of the 
lowest performing charter schools face high rates of student mobility. Reasons for this cited by 
the schools include students enrolling temporarily to make up credits or charter students and 
parents being fickle in their commitment to a particular school. However, CCSA’s Similar 
Students Measure is not inappropriately over-identifying or penalizing schools for serving highly 
mobile populations because the schools in the study with higher and lower SSM bands have 
roughly equal student mobility percentages. 
 

 
Change in Population Characteristics 

The populations of the 58 charter schools in the study are becoming increasingly high-
need. Over  time, their demographics are shifting to serve higher levels of low-income, Hispanic, 
English learner, students with disabilities and fewer White students. These changes are 
happening for all charters but are happening faster in the 58 charter schools in this study. For 
example, on average, California charter schools four years and older had a one percent 
increase in the number of socioeconomically disadvantaged students they enrolled in the last 
three years (as measured by Free and Reduced Price Lunch); the 58 charter schools in the 
study on average had an increase of 12% in their FRL populations during this same time period 
(see Figure 8).  
 

Figure 8. Three-Year Change in Student API Demographics (Percent Increase/Decrease) 

Average change from 2007-08 to 2009-
10 in: 

Other Charters 4+ 58 Charters Studied 
Sig* 

Mean Std. Dev. Mean Std. Dev. 

# Enrolled 31.9 113.6 6.1 85.3 * 

% Free Reduced lunch (Low Income) 1.4 18.7 12.3 16.0 * 

% English learners  -1.7 9.0 0.9 10.2 * 

% Students with Disabilities  0.4 3.6 1.7 4.0 * 

% African American students  -2.6 8.6 -1.8 4.6 
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% Asian students  -0.5 2.9 -0.8 2.5 
 

% Hispanic students  3.0 6.3 7.7 7.5 * 

% White students  -4.6 13.3 -6.5 10.4 
 

Parent education level 0.0 0.3 0.0 0.3 
 

% retained Fall to Spring 1.4 8.4 3.3 18.0 
 

* Mean is significantly different between the two groups at p <.05 level 

  
In interviews, 30% of the charters describe their population changing in some way, such 

as changing grade levels, increasing Hispanic population, changing motivations for attending, 
etc. Reasons for these changes vary, often because the community around the school changed 
or in a couple of cases, because the school physically moved. Another reason is the current 
economy.  
 

While it is true that the 58 charter schools are serving a changing and increasingly high-
need population, CCSA’s Similar Students Measure is taking into account these changing 
demographics and appropriately crediting schools for the progress they are achieving with these 
student populations. When the 58 charter schools are divided into those that CCSA would 
support/not support based on their SSM bands, we see a very different picture emerge. Though 
all of the 58 charters have had substantial three-year increases in the percentage of high-need 
populations, the charter schools with higher SSM bands are serving a much higher percentage 
of these students. For example, as described in Figure 9 below, among all charter schools in the 
lowest performing 58, the percentage of students eligible for Free and Reduced Lunch has 
increased by 12% during the past three years (as compared to only a one percent increase for 
all other charters four years and older). But the schools with higher SSM bands are serving a 
much higher percentage of these students (average of 69%) whereas the schools with lower 
SSM bands are serving 48% - roughly the same percentage as all other charter schools four 
years or older in California.  
 
Figure 9: Change high need populations in 58 charters disaggregated by SSM 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

In the subset of the 58 charters that CCSA would not support based on their SSM 
bands, it seems that though these schools faced sizeable demographic shifts in increasingly 
high-need populations during the last three years, these schools were just catching up to the 
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rates other charters have (in terms of the percentage of Free and Reduced Lunch, special 
education, Latino and English learner students). 

 
Moreover, while this report has focused on comparing the 58 charters to the average of 

all other charters four years or older in California, there are many charter schools that are not in 
the lowest performing 58 that have achieved success while serving similarly high levels of 
traditionally underperforming populations. These charters have also faced equally challenging or 
even more substantial demographic shifts in their populations, yet they achieve at higher levels 
and exceed CCSA’s minimum accountability metrics of status, growth and SSM. 

 36 charter schools faced similar challenges in Free Reduced Lunch: There were 36 
charters (four years or older and not in the Lowest 58) that served at least 60% or more 
FRL students in 2009-10 and had at least a 10% increase in their FRLs in the past three 
years. These charters had an average API score of 773 in 2009-10 and an average SSM 
score of “Above Most Years.” 

 85 charter schools faced similar challenges in Special Ed: There were 85 charters 
(four years or older and not in the Lowest 58) that served at least 8% students with 
disabilities in 2009-10 and had at least a 2% increase in this population over the past 
three years. These charters had an average API score of 799 in 2009-10 and an 
average SSM score of “Within.”  

 8 charter schools faced similar challenges in both Free Reduced Lunch and 
Special Education: Eight charters overlapped the two categories (meaning they had 
high and increasing FRL and Special Education populations). 

 
High risk Characteristics 

The schools in this study report that they serve many different high risk populations. 
Eighty-three percent of schools interviewed report that they serve at least one high risk 
population. The most frequently mentioned were highly mobile students, students from 
“dysfunctional homes,” credit recovery and dropout students. None of the charter schools 
studied qualified for Alternative School Accountability Model “ASAM” status (where at least 70% 
of the population is comprised of designated high-risk groups).  

 
While CCSA’s Similar Students Measure accounts for traditionally underperforming 

populations such as low-income, students with disabilities, etc, it does not account for other 
types of high risk populations such as those discussed by the 58 charter schools studied for this 
report. When the charters in the study are divided into those that CCSA would support/not 
support based on their SSM bands, we would be concerned if the CCSA Non-Support schools 
had a substantially higher number of these high risk populations. If they had higher numbers of 
high risk populations it could be an indication that SSM is not accounting for their impact on 
overall school performance the way we can account for other types of student characteristics. 
However, we see fairly similar numbers of high risk populations served by the low performing 
CCSA Support and Non-Support charters:  86% of Non-Support schools and 84% of Support 
schools identify at least one of the 13 high risk populations as part of their school population. 
The average number of high risk groups is 3.2 for Support and 2.9 for Non-Support. There is 
almost no difference between the two groups in the types of high risk groups they are serving 
(See Figure 10). The only slight difference is that Support schools serve a slightly higher 
percentage of pregnant/parenting teens and foster youth. This suggests that the SSM “Far 
Below/ Below” bands are not inappropriately over identifying or penalizing schools for serving 
high risk populations that are not accounted for in API or SSM. 
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Figure 10. High Risk Populations 

High risk groups Support Non-Support 

highly mobile/transient 57% 56% 

dysfunctional homes 43% 44% 

credit deficient 33% 36% 

Dropouts 33% 32% 

emotional or behavioral issues 29% 20% 

foster youth 29% 16% 

migrant families 19% 12% 

gang-affiliated 14% 16% 

adjudicated youth 14% 16% 

pregnant/parenting 19% 8% 

medical needs 14% 12% 

recent immigrant backgrounds 10% 12% 

Homeless 10% 8% 

 
It is also important to note that we do not have comparison data to assess to what extent 

all charters also serve these high risk populations, as they are not publicly reported. This fall 
CCSA intends to collect similar high risk population data from all California charter schools to 
better gauge the comparison to the 58 charter schools studied. 
 
 

C. Mission and Goals 
 
Profile 

During interviews, school leaders and staff shared information about their mission 
statements and goals for students and the school as a whole, as well as what they were proud 
of having achieved. These were coded into goal categories in order to describe the types of 
goals the lowest performing charters have and identify any trends across them. The top six 
goals shared by the majority of interview respondents include: 

 promoting academic achievement (83%) 

 creating good citizens, which includes the concept of creating “lifelong learners”  (74%) 

 establishing a sense of belonging at the school site (67%) 

 improving student behavior (65%) 

 ensuring academic growth (63%) 

 promoting parental choice and involvement (57%).  
 

A majority of the charter schools in the study enroll high school students. Thirty-four of 
the 46 interviewed charters have enrollment in grades 9-12. Given how many of the lowest 
performing charters educate high school students, it is notable that college preparation is not 
one of the top goals. This leads to a discussion regarding low expectations, which we explore 
below. 
 
Issues 

Two primary issues that emerged related to mission and goals are: (1) low expectations 
exemplified in the goals and (2) an issue in terms of the discontinuity between the mission of the 
school and the population served. In many of the schools interviewed, CCSA staff came away 
with the distinct impression that the school held low expectations for its students. Approximately 
a third of the charters interviewed have goals indicative of low expectations. For example, about 
half of the schools that serve high school age students have college preparation as a goal, but 
the remaining schools’ expectations culminate with students achieving a high school diploma or 
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something as vaguely phrased as “beyond high school.”  One-third of the charters aim to help 
students achieve only “basic skills.” Many direct comments were made during interviews that 
exemplified low expectations. For example, several schools noted that the kids being served 
were not the kind of students one would expect to go to college, that they were low performing 
when they had entered the school and that not much could be expected of them.  

 
 While noted for only 20% of the charters, there is a clear issue for some schools in that 

there is no longer a fit between their mission statement and who they serve. For example, 
schools that were founded to serve white, home-school, middle-class families now serve low-
income, primarily Latino students, described as being many grade levels behind.  
 
Assets 

In contrast to the issues with low expectations identified above, in about 30% of the 
interviewed charters, high expectations are identified as an asset of their described goals and 
mission. When the charters in the study are divided into those that CCSA would support/not 
support based on their SSM bands, we see an interesting phenomenon emerge. CCSA Non-
Support schools in the lowest performing group are less likely than the Support schools to 
identify academic performance and academic growth as goals (95% vs. 72% and 81% vs. 48%, 
respectively). At the same time, Non-Support schools are slightly more likely to identify holistic 
goals, specifically “character” as goals. They are also somewhat less likely to have parent 
involvement/choice as a goal. Two-thirds of both groups identify behavior as a goal – one of the 
few goals for which the two groups are both similar and where a majority identifies the goal. 
 
 

D. Curriculum and Academic Focus 
 
Profile  

Sixteen of the charters describe having a specific pedagogy or focus that is at the core 
of how instruction is provided. This includes: 

 Waldorf (2) 

 Montessori  (1) 

 Dual Immersion (3) 

 Design/Arts (5) 

 Technology (5). 
Three other types of programs are commonly identified among the charters in the study, for 
which it would be expected that the curricula would differ from more traditional types of 
programs. This includes:  

 Independent study program – this includes a combination of independent study and 
classroom-based. Several of the IS interviewees describe introducing more classroom-
based work when they identified that they were not reaching performance goals.  

 College readiness – note that almost half (22) of the charters identify their program as 
being a college readiness program but only eight indicate they provide A-G class 
requirements. 

 Credit-recovery – sixteen of the charters have credit recovery as an identified 
component of their program. Charters that indicate this as a focus serve an average of 5 
of the high risk populations described in Section B, compared to an average of 2 high 
risk populations for those that do not have this focus. 

 
Other charters describe a more general programmatic focus such as including real life 

practice experiences or character-building. Some of the different curricular approaches 



California Charter Schools Association   Summary of Findings 
 

17 
 

described by the charters include:  

 Culturally relevant pedagogy 

 Student portfolio development 

 Focus on developing basic skills 

 Scaffolding method 

 Practice-based or real life experience to supplement instruction 

 Character building 

 Individual-based instruction 

 Take supplementary college courses or make up credits not on site. 
 

We did not include questions about the specific type of curricula used by each site, but 
did ask about how they use their curriculum with students. Over half (25) use the same 
curriculum for all students. Of those that do not use the same curriculum for all students, 82% 
enroll students across grade level types, specifically either K-8, 6-12 or K-12, so this is an 
expected choice. One-third of the charters indicate they adjust the curriculum based on 
students’ need for remediation or accelerated educational opportunities.  
 
Programmatic Changes 

Ten of the interviewed charters say they changed their curriculum or a major aspect of 
their program at some point in the past several years. Three of these also indicate their 
population had changed but they do not describe making the programmatic change because of 
the population change. Programmatic changes are mostly described as being made in response 
to a leadership change – either in the specific school leader or in the host organization. A few of 
the schools describe purposefully changing the curriculum to address the low academic 
performance.  
 
Issues 
 Across all school characteristics, the number one issue identified for the charters in the 
study is curriculum. Two-thirds have an identified issue with the curriculum. Examples of 
curriculum issues include: 

 Not aligned with state standards (including a couple of cases where the school thought it 
was and found that it was not or that it did not make any impact on students’ 
achievement) 

 Curriculum differing across teachers or school years 

 Teachers or parents or founders having resistance to change to a standards-based 
curriculum (a couple note that the reason the teachers, parents, and or leader are at 
their charter is specifically because they do not want to do standards-based instruction)  

 Using textbooks that are out of date. 
 

Most of these issues were raised in the context of describing changes that the school had 
already made as of this current year in the hope that it would improve their students’ 
performance. This made clear these issues existed in 2009-10 and before, the years for which 
their performance was assessed for this study. 

 
Interestingly, charters that have an identified curriculum issue are also more likely to 

have had leadership turnover. However, these schools look similar (to those without curriculum 
issues) in terms of their academic achievement and population. It may be that these sites have 
identified curriculum issues because the leaders are newer and reviewing the program, while 
sites without this issue may have not yet reflected on the curriculum choice. 
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Another issue that arose is a lack of academics. About one-third of the charters 
interviewed have an issue with a lack of academics in their program / instructional focus. For 
some, this lack of academic focus is purposeful and even part of their charter. This issue is 
related to several others. Charters that lack academics in their program are more likely than 
charters without this identified issue to also have:  

 Low expectations 

 Lack of understanding of accountability 

 Lack of professional development 

 Leadership issues 

 Board issues 

 A lack of fit between mission and population. 
These charters also have an average API score that is 20 points less than those that do not 
have this issue.  

 
Assets 

While one-third of the charters interviewed in the study have a lack of academic focus, in 
over half the schools (25 of 46) an academic focus is noted as a program asset. For most, this 
academic focus is on growth; for example, they describe the success of their program in helping 
English learners gain Spanish skills, students with a disability show “exponential growth,” 
children who are many grade levels behind begin to catch up, or youth who were at risk of 
dropping out graduate from high school.  

 
 

E. Leadership 
 
Profile 

Approximately two-thirds of the charter schools studied have had the same school 
leader for at least two of the past three years. On average, the current leader has been in place 
for just over four years, (this is somewhat skewed by a few long-term leaders; the median is 
three years). An unexpected finding is that 26% (12) have part-time leaders.  About one third 
(17) of the charters studied note that leadership turnover occurred, though this was not 
necessarily a sign of a leadership “issue.” In several cases, the leadership change was 
purposefully made to address low performance issues at the school. Those that experienced 
leadership turnover were more likely to be classroom-based.  
 
Issues 

A lack of leadership is one of the most commonly identified issues for the charters in the 
study, with 57% either having currently occurring issues or historical issues that resulted in new 
leadership being brought in. Issues include: 

 lack of academic expertise on part of the school leader  

 school leader turnover (as often as four times in five years) 

 entrenched leadership resistant to change, 

 lack of leader involvement in the school (such as due to lack of time and/or lack of 
investment) 

 not expressing a clear and/or innovative plan for improving school performance 

 ethical / legal issues on part of leader (noted for two). 
 
Charters for which a leadership issue is noted are more likely than those without this to: 

 have a much lower API, 
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 enroll a higher percentage of White students and a lower percentage of low-income 
students, 

 also have several other issues, including not understanding accountability, having low 
expectations for students, lacking an academic focus to the program, and having a lack 
of fit between the mission and the current population,  

 not be ascribed the asset of “use data,” indicating they do not use CDE or school-
specific data to drive decision-making & instruction. 

 
 

F. Staffing and Professional Development 
 
Profile 
 On average, the charters interviewed have 14 teachers, with this ranging from 2 to 35 
due mostly to enrollment differences. The average number students per teacher is 17, with this 
also having a wide range because of how independent study programs operate (though IS 
programs typically have a 1:25 ratio, one school noted that a teacher might work with up to 55 
students).  
 

All of the sites have at least one administrative or support staff person beyond the 
teaching staff, with an average of 8 per charter. This also has a wide range from 1 to 32, the 
range is due less to the number enrolled as much as to the types of personnel. For example, 
one of the charters has a number of part-time tutors, which increases their number of non-
classroom personnel. Some of the more common positions that schools describe having 
include:  custodian, school counselor, assistant principal, special education staff member, 
arts/music staff, and librarian. Only two describe having a director of instruction. 
 

On average, charters retained about 81% of their teachers in 2009-10 from the prior 
year. One quarter of the charters (12) experienced a major turnover or replacement of teachers.  
 
Issues 

More than half of the schools have “teacher quality” identified as an issue, and this is 
one of the most commonly cited issues. This issue is also most often coded from explicit 
comments made by the interviewees rather than the issue being interpreted by CCSA staff from 
the notes. The lack of teacher quality as described by the charters includes: 

 Young/new to teaching 

 Not qualified to teach all asked to 

 Low morale due to turnovers 

 Opposed to standards-based teaching 

 Can’t differentiate instruction for the many performance levels 

 Not accountable 

 Have low expectations of students. 
 

Unlike the other issues, charters with teacher quality issues have much higher APIs than 
those that do not - 653 vs. 622. They are also more likely to have had their school leader in 
place for a shorter period of time than those without this issue, and more likely to cite a 
companion issue with curriculum. It is possible that this is not just about whether or not a charter 
has an issue, but also about the ability of charters to recognize there is a concern (which is 
actually a positive). 
 

Teacher turnover is another issue noted for many charters, and is often related to quality; 
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half of the charters with teacher quality issues also had teacher turnover issues. This turnover is 
often due to a leadership change – a large number of teachers leave either just because of the 
change in leadership, because the leader chose to significantly change staff or because the 
leader introduced a school culture shift that teachers did not agree with. A few charters mention 
that teachers chose to leave when a more rigorous curriculum was introduced. Interviewees 
also described that major turnover occurs when a school is at risk of being closed (even if it is 
not ultimately closed), a change in the charter (such as switch to CMO or changes made at time 
of re-authorization), or teachers leaving because of low pay.   

 
More than half of the interviewed charters also have a lack of professional development 

(PD) identified as an issue. This includes issues such as:  

 No PD plan, only provide PD if requested 

 Need for more PD 

 Lack $ to provide PD 

 Only use what is free or provided by district 

 Need it to be more targeted to student specific needs or school type 

 Not enough staff (because a small school) for peer sharing 
 
 
Assets 

There are a few schools that provide clear examples of a professional development plan 
that is an asset to their work with students. At one charter, interviewees described many 
examples of how they provide professional development - both within the school and out-of-
school opportunities. They meet one afternoon each week and for two weeks in summer before 
school starts. They have professional development strands for literacy, EL strategies, using data 
effectively, and using interactive white boards.  

 
When the charters in the study are divided into those that CCSA would support/not 

support based on their SSM bands, CCSA Non-Support schools in the 58 charters studied are 
much more likely to have teacher turnover as an issue (56% vs. 29%) as well as a lack of 
professional development (68% vs. 38%). They are somewhat more likely to have issues 
related to leadership, teacher quality, and accountability (see Section V.B. below for discussion 
of accountability). 

 
 

Section IV Summary 
 The 58 charter schools studied are serving a greater percentage of students from 
traditionally underperforming subgroups, though there are significant numbers of charters 
serving similar populations succeeding well with these students. The 58 charter schools studied 
are also more likely than other charters to have non-traditional structures (e.g., Independent 
Study, K-12). It seems to be a struggle for many of these charters to find a definitive resolution 
for key issues related to curriculum, leadership, teacher quality and professional development 
that works given their specific population and structure. Many feel they are turning a corner in 
2010-11, but it is difficult to know if their current efforts will be more effective than their prior 
ones. The next few sections provide more depth of understanding on what the lowest 
performing charters believe about their performance and which among them really are not 
serving their students academically well. 
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V. School Self-Assessment 
 

A. Schools’ Self-Assessment of Performance 
 

The charter schools who participated in interviews for this study were very forthcoming in 
sharing their stories. In addition to discussing how their schools work and the challenges they 
face, we also asked them to share their assessment of whether or not they were 
underperforming. This study aimed to get beyond the state academic indicators and gauge 
schools’ opinions as to whether the API data accurately reflect the performance of their school. 
When we asked the schools: “Do you think you are underperforming?” 41% said yes and 59% 
said no (26 “no”, 18 “yes”, 2 “no” response). In addition, almost all (85%) indicated there are 
compounding factors that explained their low performance in 2009-10 and prior years. 

 
During the interviews, charters shared what these reasons and compounding factors are 

for why their API was low (regardless of whether they thought it was or was not an indication of 
underperformance). We refer to these as “faults” for a short-hand description. For this section, 
we only include a fault if a school interviewee explicitly described it as a reason for their low API. 

 
The types of faults charters indicate for the low API fall into six general categories: 

 School structure characteristics 

 The data itself or testing 

 Type of population served 

 The attitude/behavior of students and parents 

 Staff 

 Curriculum/program 
See Figure 11 for these six categories and the specific faults described with each. 

 
Figure 11. Reasons for Low API Score, as described by 58 Charters Studied 

Area & Fault Coding Description 
% 

Interviewees 

S
tr

u
c
tu

re
 Small Size 

Low enrolled so too few kids tested to be accurate or 
few have bad time w test & impacts overall scores, low 
# per grade,  

20% 

Grade Levels 
API does not work for K-12; 9-12 student populations 
differed from other grades 

7% 

Facility Facility or issues limit ability to achieve 11% 

Finances Lack of funds is reason for performance  28% 

D
a
ta

 /
 T

e
s
ti

n
g

 

School Testing 
Problems 

Lack testing buy-in, belief testing focus hinders 
instruction & performance, administered incorrectly in 
past, unusual circumstances affected, assumes blame 

41% 

Subject Specific 
Mention specific subject as reason for API low, most 
often Math, sometimes CAHSEE  

26% 

Data not Capture 
Growth 

State data do not account for individuals, growth or 
whole child development; API does not show the gains 
their kids make 

37% 

State Test Issues 
State does not include all kids’ scores in their API, 
testing is overly burdensome; blame technical aspects 
of testing/scoring 

24% 

Data Not 
Reflective 

CDE data wrong or does not reflect work or program; 
tests not measuring what the school is trying to achieve 

72% 
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P
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Demos Due to student socioeconomics, ethnicity, disability 35% 

Special Serve a high risk population not accounted for in API 37% 

Change Because student population changed 11% 

Prior School 
Failure 

API does not account for where students start; serve 
kids with very low performance because of schools they 
come from 

24% 

Mobility 
API does not take mobility year to year into account, cite 
mobility as obstacle 

28% 

B
e
h

a
v
io

r Students 
Students do not take test seriously, not familiar w/ 
testing, do not care, do not participate, and/or have bad 
behavior 

50% 

Parents 
Parents not committed, not truthful on FRPL/EL, 
dysfunctional, not engaged, resistant to school changes 

37% 

S
ta

ff
 

Teacher Quality Too heavy workload, lack standards knowledge, lack 
motivation, teacher quality obstacle to performance, 
other deficiency 

50% 

Turnover Due to high turnover in teachers 17% 

Leadership Leadership issues impact achievement / scores 11% 

C
. Curriculum Due to instruction not academic enough or inadequate 

or not aligned 
39% 

 
Three-quarters of the interviewed charters indicate their API was low because of the 

data or testing. One set of responses focuses on how the API is calculated as the problem, for 
example: 

 CDE data does not reflect the type of program the charter provides, i.e., the tests are not 
measuring what the schools are trying to achieve 

 CDE data were wrong or did not include all their tested students 

 CDE data do not reflect student growth or account for where students begin 

 The low achievement of just one specific student sub-group (special education, ELs, 
etc.) can lower the score dramatically. 

 
About 40% of the charters acknowledge they have had their own testing problems that 

are the cause of their low scores. Examples include: historically having problems with 
administering tests correctly, teachers lacking buy-in to testing, unusual circumstances causing 
a major decrease one year.  

  
An unexpected finding is that one-quarter of the interviewed charters assign fault for 

their low API to underperformance in a specific subject, and this is almost always Math 
(CAHSEE for a few). There is no difference between those who assign this fault and those who 
do not in their population’s demographic characteristics, structure of their school (e.g., grade 
span, independent study or no) or even in the average percent proficient in Math (if cite this 
fault, average 27% proficient in Math versus 28% if do not cite this fault). A couple of differences 
to note are: they do have a lower percent proficient for Hispanic students (20% vs. 26%), more 
difference between their ELA and Math percent proficient, and a much lower graduation rate 
(68% vs. 83%). 

 
While data and testing are the most common fault found by the schools, the second 

most common is with the population the schools serve. Close to three-quarters assign blame to 
at least one factor related to the students and families they serve. The most common 
population-related fault is students’ behavior and attitude toward testing. Half of the charters 
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describe that students do not take the tests seriously, they are not familiar with testing, they do 
not care about performance, do not participate in the test, etc. About one-third say the fault is 
specific to the characteristics of the students and families they served. This includes: 

 Serving traditionally low-achieving populations (low income, minority, special education) 

 Students being high risk (and that not being accounted for in API) 

 Low-achieving students that other schools have “failed”  

 Parents being unengaged, resistant to school changes, or otherwise hindering the 
school from achieving higher levels of performance (including not being truthful on 
income and language questions)  

 
Charters that assign fault to the low prior achievement of incoming students also tend to 

assign fault to the fact that the API does not capture growth. Schools note that the students they 
serve often come to them several grade levels behind. While they achieved substantial progress 
in one year, they might still be behind at year end. NOTE: In Section VII.B. of the report we test 
this assertion for the subset of schools for whom we have access to individual student data and 
for most we were not able to confirm that substantial growth and “catching up” was occurring. 

 
 Another fault identified by half the schools is teacher quality. First, some schools note 
that a small number of poorly performing teachers could have a sizable impact on the school’s 
test scores. In one school, the interviewees note that a poorly performing teacher affected not 
only the students in that classroom but in the whole school as siblings were pulled out of the 
school and on the staff morale. Others mention issues including teachers having too heavy a 
workload, lacking knowledge of standards, or lacking motivation. 
  

The other fault to which schools attribute their low performance is their curriculum (this 
was the only other fault raised by one-third or more of the charters besides data/testing, 
population and teacher quality). Schools acknowledge that in the past, their instruction had not 
been academic enough, was inadequate and/or was not aligned with state standards. Schools 
also describe that in the past students were not provided with the necessary tools and were not 
being held accountable for their work. They describe changes they made in 2010-11 to their 
instruction, such as offering CAHSEE prep classes, conducting benchmark assessments to 
gauge interim progress, changes to curriculum and to culture. One notes that “A’s” were no 
longer being given without the students doing the necessary work. Another acknowledges that 
prior instruction was not sufficiently focused on the standards: “students didn’t even have the 
knowledge to be successful.” 

 
 

B. Schools’ Views on Accountability 
 

Given that the majority of schools believe they are not underperforming, rather believing 
that the API is not reflective of their work, we also explored the schools’ approaches to 
accountability to see how they defined and measured success. In making the determination of 
whether schools “understood” accountability, we looked at their combined answers to these 
questions: 
 How do you define student success? How do you define school success? What student 

and school performance goals would need to be met for success? 
 What are your expectations of students within a given year? How do you measure 

student progress? How do you know if your school is successful with a student?  
 Are there specific benchmark assessments or measures you use? What are they?  
 How do you hold yourself and your school accountable to students’ needs? 
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In CCSA’s analysis, we define a school as understanding accountability if their 

responses demonstrated an understanding of the need for responsibility at the teacher and 
school leader level to track performance and implement plans for improving performance when 
it does not improve. Leaders who did not seem to take responsibility for accountability or who 
appeared disconnected from the realities of the potential consequences to their charter for low 
performance were coded as “not having understood” accountability. The following quote 
represents a clear understanding of accountability that had the components we would expect. 
When asked: How do you hold yourself and your school accountable to students’ needs? This 
school responded:  

“By having a clear understanding of expectations and outcomes for student learning. All 
school decisions are based upon what is best for students and their learning. We also have 
clear expectations: all school staff is valued in their support of student learning and 
achievement. In terms of the school, we as teachers need to take responsibility for student 
performance and ask ourselves how we can better serve them to help them learn and 
succeed. For this year, 100% of students participating in state tests, increase the 
percentage of students proficient or above by 10%, 80% of 4th and 7th graders will be 
proficient or above on the state writing test, 50% of K-8 students will be proficient or above 
on the state Math test.” 
 

Two-thirds (63%) of the schools are coded as not articulating a clear understanding of 
accountability. This is the second highest issue identified when ranked by frequency among the 
charters. Over half of the schools are also only able to describe vague goals around academic 
performance, and only 28% state that they have a data management system in place to track 
student performance and/or teacher effectiveness.  
 
 Some schools specifically state they do not buy in to the state accountability system or 
feel it does not matter (though they do not then describe their own system or alternative). For 
others, there is a trend of schools saying that their learning process is too individually based to 
set goals or standards for all. For still others, it is literally an issue of not being able to articulate 
a clear answer when asked about accountability.  
 
 In contrast, about one quarter of the schools expressed a strong understanding of 
accountability. Charters with this asset also tend to have identified assets of holding high 
expectations for students and using data as part of decision-making. Comparing APIs, charters 
with this asset have an average API that is 20 points higher than those without it. 
 

Accountability emerged as one of the most critical themes from this study. The interview 
questions were designed to give schools every opportunity to express how they manage 
accountability yet as the above discussion shows, many did not answer in a way that indicated 
they have a plan. Charters with accountability identified as an issue had an API that was 24 
points lower than sites without this issue – leadership was the only other issue identified that 
had that same kind of API difference for those with and without the issue. Sites where 
accountability was an issue also were more likely to have the following issues: mission misfit, 
low expectations, lack academics, lack professional development and lack leadership. In 
addition, there was a difference in the ages of the charters – those that had this issue averaged 
9.4 years old while those without it averaged 7 years old. 
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VI. School Structure Sub-Group Profiles  
CCSA also disaggregated school interviews to find common characteristics across four 

key charter types: independent study (IS), K-12, small size, and non-autonomous schools. 
These categories of low performing charters have similar characteristics. Each group tends to 
serve more high risk populations than their counterparts, although their racial diversity is lower. 
All four are also more likely to serve mobile student populations compared to their counterparts, 
and to fault that population mobility for their low performance. Independent study, K-12 and non-
autonomous schools are also more likely to have low expectations. In addition to faulting 
mobility, independent study and small schools are more likely to fault characteristics of their 
student populations for their low performance. For their part, K-12 schools (in addition to 
mobility) are more likely to blame their grade span for test score issues, and small charters also 
tend to fault their small number of valid test scores for producing highly variable test score data.  

 
It is interesting that each of these school types is more likely than their counterparts to 

blame external factors, such as their population and/or a structural aspect of their school, for 
their low performance. It is not necessarily true that these subsets of the 58 charter schools 
studied faced uniquely challenging conditions, though they clearly felt that way. In all other 
California charter schools four years or older, there are other similar schools (independent 
study, K-12, small, etc.) that are not in the lowest performing group that also face similar 
structural obstacles but yet achieve at higher levels. For example, of the 135 K-12 schools that 
were at least four years or older, the average API is over 720 and only 17 K-12 schools are in 
the lowest performing group of 58. Though it is difficult to draw conclusions based on a small 
dataset, it does seem that the lowest performing schools are less able to overcome the 
challenges that impede their performance than are other charters. In its first annual snapshot of 
charters’ performance across California, Portrait of the Movement¸ nearly 19% of IS schools 
performed in the High Status-Low Growth and High Status-High Growth quadrants of 
performance.  

 
We do not see evidence that the K-12 and independent study schools are being unfairly 

penalized with the SSM. When the 58 charter schools studied are divided into those that CCSA 
would support/not support based on their SSM bands, the Non-Support schools are somewhat 
less likely to be K-12s and less likely to be Independent Studies, though these still represent 
higher percentages than other charters that are not low-performing. The Non-Support schools 
are somewhat more likely to be small and non-autonomous (see Figure 12).  

 
Figure 12. School Structure 

Structure Variables Other Charters 4+  Support Non-Support 

School Type    

ES 47.2% 10.7% 20.7% 

MS 11.5% 7.1% 0.0% 

HS 23.8% 35.7% 48.3% 

K-12 15.7% 46.4% 31.0% 

Site Type
1
     

Independent study 18.6% 46.4% 33.3% 

Classroom-Based 81.4% 53.6% 66.7% 

Size    

Not Small 85.8% 78.6% 63.3% 

Small School (S) 14.2% 21.4% 36.7% 

Charter Autonomy
2
    

Not autonomous 31.5% 25.0% 36.7% 

Autonomous 63.3% 75.0% 63.3% 

1 Independent study includes combination sites 
2 The % for Other charters will not add to 100% because semi-autonomous is not included in this 
table. 
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VII. Academic Performance Measures 
 
A. State (School-Level) Academic Performance Indicators  
 

The 58 schools identified for this study are low performing according to all 2009-10 state 
school-wide measures of academic performance, and they have also not improved over time on 
these measures. This includes Academic Performance Index, Program Improvement Status, 
State and Similar School Ranks, Cumulative API Growth, and percent proficient/advanced in 
English/Language Arts and Math for all students and for each of the key sub-group populations. 
The differences in academic performance between the lowest performing group of charters and 
other charters 4+ years old are statistically significantly different for all these measures. 

 
The reason for the low overall scores is evident in the low percentages of students who 

are proficient/advanced on the English/Language Arts and Math California Standards Tests 
(CST). The lowest performing group does not reach 50% proficient/advanced for any group of 
students, and this is as low as 18% for students with a disability. Other charters have much 
higher proficiency rates for all students as well as for every significant sub-population.  

 
The 58 charter schools studied also seem to be experiencing more challenges with Math 

than other charters. Math scores tend to be lower than ELA scores for all California charters four 
years and older, but are much lower for the lowest performers. For example, all other charters 
four years or older average 60% proficient/advanced for ELA and 57% for Math, representing 
only a slight difference between the subjects. On the other hand, 58 charter schools in the study 
average 36% for ELA and 27% for Math, a more substantial difference between the subjects.  

 
When the 58 charter schools studied are divided into those that CCSA would support/not 

support based on their SSM bands, it becomes evident that the Non-Support schools have 
significantly lower academic performance levels, including: 

 Lower average API (621 vs. 650) 

 Lower ELA and Math percent proficient for Hispanic students (ELA: 25% vs. 34%; Math: 
20% vs. 29%) 

 Lower ELA and Math percent proficient for low-income students (ELA: 27% vs. 34%; 
Math: 22% vs. 28%) 

 Somewhat higher negative cumulative growth (-19 points vs. -4 points) 
 

Note that these differences are not a reflection of the Non-Support schools having more 
of their tests invalidated by the state (and thus not representative of their students). There is no 
difference in their percentage of valid test scores of those tested. Both groups test on average 
98% of their enrolled kids, and both have about 77%-78% valid scores of those tested. A few 
other areas in which the two groups are very similar are in the overall percent proficient, percent 
proficient for White students and the graduation rate. Despite having higher academic 
performance according to API data – or at least equal performance levels – it is the CCSA 
Support group that is somewhat more likely to say they are underperforming (45% vs. 38%). 
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B. Individual Student-Level Data Academic Performance Indicators 
and Alignment with SSM 
 

In addition to analyzing school-level academic performance data for all 58 low 
performing charters and interview data for a subset of 46 of charters, we had access to 
individual-student data for 17 of the 58 charter schools in the study. This richer set of data 
allowed us to track the performance of students across multiple years. We are also able to 
assess charters’ added value with a more nuanced lens because we could take into account 
each student’s initial starting point of performance. We cannot draw conclusive findings on 
these analyses because they only represent a subset of the lowest performing charter schools. 
However, for the most part, these data do not support schools’ narrative that while their 
students start out much farther behind (for those who are continuously enrolled for 2 or 
3 years) they are increasing their performance at a faster rate. In fact, the data suggest 
that most of the charters studied are not adding value to their students’ performance at 
higher rates than all other charter schools (and many are below other charter and non-
charter schools in terms of the value they add to their students’ achievement).  

 
As outlined in the methodology Section III, we conducted three sets of analyses using 

individual-student data: (1) Proficiency Band Movement Analysis, (2) Student Growth 
Percentiles, and (3) Value-Added Analysis using LAUSD’s Academic Growth Over Time model. 
The findings associated with each of these analyses are discussed in detail below. 

 
Proficiency Band Movement Analysis  

This first analysis studied 13 schools with sufficient data uploaded into ZOOM! Data 
Source for at least two out of the three years in the study period. The analysis began by looking 
at the approximately 70,000 student records in ZOOM! from 2008-09 and 2009-10 (representing 
250 charter schools, not just the low performing charters) and determining the percentage of 
students who moved up a band (towards “proficiency”), who moved down a band, who stayed 
flat, or who had already reached proficiency. Figure 13 below demonstrates that for all students 
in ZOOM! schools, on average 16% of students moved down at least one band (“lost ground”) 
and 17% of students moved up at least one band (“gained ground”) in English Language Arts 
(ELA) from one year to the next. Forty-three percent of students were already proficient in ELA 
and stayed that way from one year to the next. In math, 25% of students lost ground, 19% of 
students gained ground, and 30% had maintained proficient or advanced status. 

 
Figure 13. Average Proficiency Band Movement from Year 1 to Year 2 for Students in All ZOOM! Schools 

ACROSS ALL ZOOM SCHOOLS 
 English Language Arts  Math 

 lost 
ground 

flat gained 
ground 

maintained 
prof/adv. 

 lost 
ground 

flat gained 
ground 

maintained 
prof/adv. 

2-yr. avg. 16% 24% 17% 43%  25% 26% 19% 30% 

 
In contrast, many more of the lowest performing charters studied had larger percentages 

of their students who lost ground and fewer of their students who gained ground. These 
numbers stand in sharp contrast to the narrative of performance that we heard from many of the 
charters in the study. In the interviews, many schools explained that their incoming students 
have far lower levels of proficiency (this point is corroborated in the far lower number of 
“maintained proficient/advanced” students). They also asserted that part of the reason for their 
lower test scores is the high mobility of their students. Schools argued that students who 
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remained in their program for more than one year were gaining ground but that so many of their 
students were different from year to year that this was getting lost in their API score. The 
individual student analysis does not corroborate this assertion. For students who are 
continuously enrolled for at least 2 years, many more students in the lowest performing charter 
schools studied stayed flat or lost ground compared to their counterparts in all other ZOOM! 
schools. Fewer students gained ground. Figure 14 below highlights in green those schools that 
have at least 10% more of their students moving up a proficiency band (as compared to all other 
ZOOM! schools). Only two schools have substantially more of their students gaining ground and 
fewer losing ground in either ELA or math than the all-ZOOM! average. Eight schools 
(highlighted in pink) show the opposite picture: here, far more of their students are losing ground 
in either ELA and/or math than students in other ZOOM! schools. The picture is particularly 
bleak in terms of math performance: far more schools are losing ground and/or not reaching 
proficiency with their students in math. This is true for the lowest performing charters and for the 
average of all schools in ZOOM! 

 
Figure 14. Average Proficiency Band Movement for Students in 13 of the 58 Charter Schools Studied 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

This first analysis measured the student progress between proficiency bands but may 
mask additional change within proficiency bands. Some schools note that students came in far 
behind at “Far Below Basic,” and even though they made substantial progress within a year, 
they were still “Far Below Basic” on the next statewide exam. The next two sets of analyses are 
based on regression modeling and help quantify progress within bands in addition to between 
bands. 

 
Student Growth Percentiles Analysis 

This second analysis studied seven schools with sufficiently large data samples to be 
analyzed using quantile regression to estimate Student Growth Percentiles. Student Growth 
Percentiles help quantify the range of growth for students at a school compared to students with 
similar achievement histories in other California schools. Schools that exhibit average learning 
growth fall at the 50th growth percentile. Schools with learning growth above the 50th percentile 
demonstrate greater than average growth; below the 50th percentile indicates less than average 
learning progress. 
 

As illustrated in Figure 15 below, Student Growth Percentiles help measure growth 

lost 

ground flat

gained 

ground

maintain 

prof/adv

lost 

ground flat

gained 

ground

maintain 

prof/adv

ACROSS ALL ZOOM! SCHOOLS 16% 24% 17% 43% 25% 26% 19% 30%

LOWEST PERFORMING CHARTERS

Charter School A 20% 40% 21% 20% 12% 40% 40% 8%

Charter School B 17% 42% 26% 15% 19% 42% 22% 17%

Charter School C 10% 37% 33% 20% 24% 44% 24% 9%

Charter School D 16% 37% 18% 29% 28% 37% 25% 10%

Charter School E 19% 24% 20% 38% 33% 34% 17% 15%

Charter School F 26% 34% 16% 23% 34% 30% 24% 12%

Charter School G 29% 34% 14% 23% 35% 46% 19% 0%

Charter School H 23% 29% 24% 23% 35% 46% 16% 3%

Charter School I 20% 23% 19% 38% 37% 37% 24% 2%

Charter School J 16% 33% 21% 30% 38% 37% 16% 9%

Charter School K 35% 30% 21% 13% 39% 48% 13% 0%

Charter School L 28% 48% 17% 7% 51% 43% 6% 0%

Charter School M 25% 50% 19% 7% 54% 35% 8% 2%

ELA MATH
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Figure 15. Example of Quantifying Progress Within a Proficiency Band using 
Student Growth Percentiles 

within proficiency bands. In the example, the student had a sixth grade (scale) score of 305 on 
the California Standards Test in English Language Arts, which categorized her as “Basic” in 
terms of proficiency bands. In grade seven, this same student scored a 330, which still is 
categorized as “Basic” in the proficiency bands. Though this student did not change bands, 
Student Growth Percentile analyses help quantify that this student’s progress translates to the 
60th percentile of growth as compared to all other students who started with the same grade 6 
test score.7 Scores range from 0 to 100. When aggregated for all students in a school, this kind 
of analysis can help us assess the value a school is adding to its students’ achievement. In 
other words, if 
many of a 
school’s 
students are 
consistently in 
the 60th, 70th, or 
80th percentile, 
this suggests 
that the school 
is helping the 
students 
achieve at a 
higher level than 
other students 
with similar test 
scores and 
achievement 
histories.  

 
 

 

For the small sample of schools for which we had data, the Student Growth Percentile 
analysis does not indicate that the seven of the 58 schools analyzed are helping students 
increase the trajectories of their achievement at rates higher than other schools. Figure 16 
below displays the median Student Growth Percentile for six of the lowest performing schools in 
ELA and math. Student Growth Percentiles quantified the degree of progress in test scores from 
2008-09 to 2009-10. For schools with Student Growth Percentiles marked in green, we can say 
with statistical confidence that the school is above the 50th percentile in terms of the test score 
growth of its students.8 Scores marked in red are confidently below the 50th percentile. The table 
below shows that two charter 
schools are supporting the growth 
of their ELA student achievement 
at higher-than-average rates and 
two charter schools have below-
average progress in math. All 
others in yellow were not 
statistically different from the 
average. 

                                                      
7
 This analysis compared students to all 650,000 LAUSD students as a comparison dataset. 

8
 Statistical confidence intervals/ standard error measurements mean that some student growth 

percentiles straddle the 50
th
 percentile, and can therefore not be concluded to be confidently above or 

below the 50
th
 percentile. 

ELA Math

Charter School 1 58 53

Charter School 2 54

Charter School 3 45

Charter School 4 54 35

Charter School 5 45

Charter School 6 61 34  

Figure 16. Student Growth Percentiles for Six of the 58 
Charter Schools Studied 
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The Student Growth Percentile data tell a story somewhat similar to the Proficiency 

Band Movement Analysis: some schools are gaining more ground but most are not different 
from the average (or are below average) in terms of how they are increasing their students’ 
achievement. The next analysis is the most robust: Academic Growth over Time value added 
modeling. 

 
Academic Growth Over Time Analysis (Value-Added Modeling) 

The last analysis of individual student data was based on value-added data LAUSD 
recently released based on three years of test score averages (the methodology is outlined in 
Section III). The “Academic Growth Over Time” (AGT) model utilized a large set of student and 
classroom characteristics to identify the extent to which schools contribute to the improvement 
of student achievement outcomes in their classrooms. In lay terms, the model seeks to predict a 
student’s academic achievement (taking into account the student’s prior performance and the 
impact of demographic and classroom effects on performance). If students in a school 
consistently outperform their predictions when all these factors are taken into account, the 
school can be considered to have increased the academic trajectory of its students’ 
achievement. The Academic Growth Over Time model seeks to quantify what value a school is 
adding to students’ performance and whether that value-add is above, below, or about the same 
as the district average. 
 

The scores were assessed for grades three through nine in ELA and grades three 
through eight in Math (general Math and algebra). This is important to note because the high 
school picture in these data is very incomplete; it only includes ninth grade ELA scores (no 
math, and no grades 10-12). The district intends to issue high school AGT scores in later years. 
School-wide AGT scores in ELA and Math were also assigned (based on grade-level results) for 
one year results and for three-year averages. 

 
Most scores ranged from one through five and were then translated into bands based on 

confidence intervals. If the three-year average AGT score was significantly above the district 
mean (3.0), the school was considered to be adding value to students’ achievement at rates 
greater than the district average and was assigned a band of “Above Average,” (or “Far Above 
Average” if the school’s score was at least one standard deviation higher than the district 
average). Similarly, if the school AGT score was significantly below the district mean it was 
considered to be adding less value than most district schools and was assigned a band of 
“Below Average,” (or “Far Below Average” if the school’s score was at least one standard 
deviation below the district average). If the school’s score was not significantly different from the 
district mean, it was 
considered to be adding 
value at about the same 
rate as the LAUSD 
district average and was 
assigned a band of 
“Within District Average.”  

 
For the seven 

schools included in 
LAUSD’s AGT analysis 
that were also in the 58 
charter school analysis, 
the data tell a story 

3-year Academic Growth over Time Average

ELA Math

Charter School Z Within District Avg. Below Avg.

Charter School Y Below Avg. Below Avg.

Charter School X Within District Avg. Below Avg.

Charter School W Within District Avg. Below Avg.

Charter School V Below Avg.

Charter School U Within District Avg.

Charter School T (2009-10)** Within District Avg. Below Avg.

Charter School T (2008-09)** Within District Avg. Within District Avg.
 

Figure 17. Academic Growth over Time Data for Seven of the 58 
Charter Schools Studied 
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similar to the other individual-student based analyses. As shown in Figure 17, most schools are 
not different from the average (yellow) or are below average (pink) in terms of how they are 
increasing their students’ achievement. 

 
Summary of Individual-Level Data Academic Performance Indicators Section 

We do not see a picture emerging where, for the population they are serving, these 17 
lowest performing charters are adding value at much higher rates than average (i.e. this picture 
does not corroborate the story of performance the schools told us, at least for this small subset 
of schools for which we had data.) The cross-walk between what this individual-level data tells 
us with what SSM does is presented below. 

 
 

Alignment of Individual-Level Data Academic Performance Indicators with SSM 
 Figure 18 below displays the alignment of CCSA’s SSM bands with the various 
individual student-level metrics utilized in this study. While there is not a perfect overlap, we do 
see that in general, the schools identified by CCSA’s SSM as performing “within or above” 
predicted API are also the schools with more yellows and even a few greens (and less reds, 
indicating less instances of underperformance). The schools identified by CCSA’s SSM as 
underperforming their predicted API (SSM bands of below or far below), there are more “reds” in 
the individual student-level analyses.  

 
Figure 18. Alignment of Individual-Level Academic Performance Analyses with SSM 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Also, it is important to note that the individual student analyses disaggregate English and  
 

 
Math, which leads to a more nuanced and precise portrait of school performance, 

whereas CCSA’s SSM reports these subjects combined in a single API score. Therefore there 
may be some instances where CCSA estimates a school to be “within prediction” when the 
underlying ELA and Math data might tell a different story.  

 
 

 

ELA Math ELA Math ELA Math

Charter School AA Within/Flt

Charter School BB Within/Flt

Charter School CC* Within/Flt

Charter School DD Within/Flt

Charter School EE** Within/Flt

Charter School FF Within/Flt

Charter School GG Within/Flt

Charter School HH Within/Flt

Charter School II Within/Flt

Charter School JJ Within/Flt

Charter School KK* Below Most

Charter School LL Below Most

Charter School MM Below Most

Charter School NN Below Most

Charter School OO Below All

Charter School PP Below All

Charter School QQ Far Below All

*only have 9th grade ELA scores, no math

CCSA's 

SSM

ZOOM! Band 

Analyses LAUSD AGT

Student Growth 

Percentiles
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VIII. Alternative Measures Proposed by Schools to Assess 
Performance 

 
Part of the interview focused on how the schools currently use other measures to assess 

their students and their suggestions for alternative measures that should be considered for 
assessing school-wide performance. 80% of respondents suggest an alternative metric when 
asked how the State could better measure schools’ performance. We asked: “How do you 
measure the aspects of your performance that API doesn’t capture and how can that inform 
improvements to how we measure and understand charter performance across the spectrum of 
students CA charters serve?”  
 

Below are the top three most frequently mentioned ways in which the 58 charter schools 
studied suggest performance be measured. This summary includes notes on what we have 
learned from this study on the potential for considering such measures. 
 

 Individual student growth over time 

This is the most consistently mentioned theme within these interviews (and in charter 
school conversations in general). Schools note their hopes for this kind of a 
measure, with comments such as the following: 

“A growth model. Students’ progress towards standards proficiency based on 
students' achievement levels. The important question is: did the student improve 
over the previous year?” 

“Place an emphasis on growth - even 1 point of growth is a good thing.” 

While the evidence is very limited (i.e. only 17 of the 58 schools), the individual data 
analyses we were able to run did not corroborate that the charter schools in the 
study are adding value at much higher rates than average. Therefore the utility of this 
metric to help show the lowest performing charters’ success might not be the 
panacea they are hoping for. Still, individual-level data has great potential and value, 
both for more fully understanding a schools’ work with students and for schools to 
better understand their own successes with students. There seems to be a 
disconnect between what the individual-data says and the charters believe (again 
keeping in mind we only have this data for 17 of 58) and this conversation alone can 
have great utility for helping them to look at potential improvements.  

 

 Benchmarks, pre-post tests/assessments tied to standards 

Many of the schools (26) already indicate they use benchmarks or some type of 
school-based assessment (teacher-designed, district, curriculum-embedded, writing, 
NWEA/MAP), and suggest they be considered as part of a schools’ assessment. 

“Proficiency matters and is measured by benchmarks. What we should use are 20-
day assessments, where you give the student an assessment when they enter the 
school, then focus on short-term improvements in target competencies, then 20 days 
later they do better on the post-test. Testing in its true form should inform teaching.”  

The challenge with this measure is the amount of variation among charters in terms 
of the benchmarks or assessments they use, and even in their own consistency in 
using these from one year to the next. If there is potential for this to become part of 
the picture of a school’s assessment as CCSA considers support for renewal or not, 
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there would need to be substantial groundwork done with charters to determine how 
best to implement this given the variations. 
 

 High school graduation/ CAHSEE 

One of the other most commonly suggested measures is high school graduation or 
CAHSEE passing rates. This is not surprising given how many of the lowest 
performing charters serve high school age students. One interviewee says: 

“Anecdotally, it has been true that if a kid spent any time at [our charter school] they 
were likely to graduate. When the California Longitudinal Pupil Achievement Data 
System becomes fully functional it will show the value of [our charter school] for 
graduation rates and college retention.”  

There is also some evidence in this report that high school graduation rate would be 
an appropriate measure to add or consider. There are no differences between the 58 
charter schools studied and other charters or between Support and Non-Support 
lowest performing charters in their graduation rates. One caution about the potential 
of this measure is that this study did find that some charters focus on helping 
students get the high school degree but do not focus on their actual performance or 
future college opportunities. Very few, even those who state they are college-
focused, offer A-G courses to their students.  

 
Other somewhat frequent suggestions include constructs related to youth outcomes and 

to more general quality. Not surprisingly, life skills/productive citizens is on the list given that 
many of the charters identify it as a central part of their work. Other suggestions included: 

• College acceptance/enrollment 
• Student retention/ mobility 
• Parent/ student satisfaction 
• Portfolios/ project-based work 

“We should track what students PRODUCE – such as performances, blogs, products 
- especially if it’s part of the mission. We should track what they do at 
school/assemblies and give them credit.”  

• Life skills/ productive citizens 
 
Suggestions made by just a few interviewees include: 
• Tracking students into careers 
• Community involvement 
• Appropriate comparison schools (e.g. only comparing K-12’s to other K-12’s or only to 

appropriate grade levels)   
• Grades/ report cards   
• Attendance 
• Holistic well being/ health/ whole child measures 
• Self confidence/ self-actualization 
• School safety 
• Amount of special education students served, students being exited from special 

education 
• Counting students’ Spanish language development (for dual immersions) 
• WASC, school-wide visit (like CCSA certified schools program) 

“There's a void in not looking at WASC. I'd love to see schools be measured on that. 
We've met or exceeded all four criteria.”  

• Goals in the charter petition 
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• National tests 
• Referrals/suspensions 

 
As both of the lists above indicate, the 58 charter schools studied clearly indicated that 

they want their school to be assessed not only on youth academic outcomes but also on other 
quality of life youth outcomes and on quality school indicators. One school describes how it 
would be helpful to evaluate the program as a whole, presumably with information on many of 
the school characteristics and outcomes discussed in this report.”    

 
 
 

IX. Resources for Schools 
 
Helping charter schools assess their performance in comparison to other charters 

Many of the schools we interviewed specifically asked for resources and support in 
identifying other charter schools and best practices from which they could learn. Using the 
resources outlined below, the 58 charters studied could benefit from being able to gauge their 
performance to other schools – particularly in comparison to other charter schools serving 
similarly high risk/ high need populations.  

 
1. CCSA Accountability Report Card, Map, Scatterplot, Sortable Spreadsheet 

Academic Accountability Report Cards 
CCSA releases Academic Accountability Report Cards to all member schools each 

November. The Report Cards let schools know where they lie on the performance spectrum of 
CCSA’s Accountability framework of Status, Growth and SSM and provide fair warning to 
schools that are at risk of falling below the established minimum criteria. School leaders are 
encouraged to share their results with their staff, parents and key stakeholders, and customize 
their Report Card as they see fit by adding relevant context about their school program or 
additional evidence of student learning.  http://www.calcharters.org/advocacy/accountability/ 

  
Similar Students Measure (SSM) Map 
A detailed, interactive map which shows all charter and traditional public schools and 

their results on the Similar Students Measure (SSM), which identifies schools that persistently 
over- and under-perform a prediction based on student background. This resource can help 
charter schools identify other higher performing (charter and non-charter) schools in their area. 
http://www.calcharters.org/advocacy/accountability/portraitofthemovement/index.html 

 
Status/Growth/SSM Scatterplot 
An interactive scatterplot graph of all California charter schools which are four years and 

older and their results on the Status/Growth/SSM Framework. This scatterplot provides a visual 
representation to schools of where they lie on the performance spectrum of CCSA’s 
Accountability framework of Status, Growth and SSM 
http://www.calcharters.org/advocacy/accountability/portraitofthemovement/index.html 
 

Sortable List of all Charter Schools 
A list of charters to see their placement on the accountability framework of SSM, status 

and growth.  This sortable spreadsheet allows schools to look up the performance of specific 
schools. http://www.calcharters.org/advocacy/accountability/portraitofthemovement/index.html 

 
 
 

http://www.calcharters.org/advocacy/accountability/
http://www.calcharters.org/advocacy/accountability/portraitofthemovement/index.html
http://www.calcharters.org/advocacy/accountability/portraitofthemovement/index.html
http://www.calcharters.org/advocacy/accountability/portraitofthemovement/index.html
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2. Ed Results website 
In addition to CCSA’s accountability tools, there are other websites that help schools 

identify higher performing charter schools in their area – Ed Results is one such resource. It is a 
free website reporting data for more than 9,300 schools in California. Using this website, 
schools can derive a comprehensive picture of district or CMO, school and grade level 
performance over time. Schools can also benchmark their performance against higher 
performing look-a-like schools and grade levels. This website helps schools locate and visit with 
peers who are getting better results with similar student population to learn what works. You can 
visit www.edresults.org to see the website and begin using it. If you are a CCSA member, we 
suggest you begin by watching this webinar to see highlights of the data tools in action and 
learn how they can most effectively be used for your school: 
http://www.calcharters.org/2011/05/actionable-data-a-community-of-practice-to-raise-student-
achievement-close-the-achievement-gap.html (You have to be a CCSA member to view this 
section of the website where the webinar is recorded.) 

 
3. School Profiler 

California charter schools participating in the ZOOM! Data Source program have helped 
to create a series of reports in DataDirector that harness powerful querying and analytical 
abilities to tell the story of schools' academic performance. You don’t need to be a participant in 
ZOOM! to benefit - need to print out graphs and charts for your school community, board, or 
authorizer telling the story of your school's achievement? Want to compare your school to 
matched schools in the neighborhood? These reports will help you tell the story of your school's 
achievement. Reports are accessible to any school. Just input an email address, no password 
required! Learn more about the graphs and charts that your school can generate using the 
School Profiler. http://www.calcharters.org/2011/03/school-profiler-overview.html 

 
4. CCSA’s website has many knowledge briefs – topics such as using data to inform 

instruction, preparing for renewal, involving parents in testing, state data 
reporting corrections processes, etc. 
CCSA member schools can benefit from many knowledge briefs, webinars and technical 

assistance via an online resource library that contains reference materials, sample documents, 
hundreds of FAQs and information on topics ranging from board and governance to facilities 
and finance. Association-sponsored trainings and webinars offer charter leaders, staff, and 
supporters practical guidance from experts in a variety of fields. 
http://www.calcharters.org/services/resources/ 
 

Moreover, CCSA member schools (whether or not they are participants in CCSA’s 
ZOOM! Data Source Program) can benefit from ZOOM! Performance Institutes, which help 
schools understand how to use data to improve and manage academic performance, change 
school culture and increase school success (http://www.calcharters.org/zoom). Once signed in 
to the CCSA website, these webinars can be accessed from the ZOOM! page of CCSA’s 
website, clicking on the “For Participants” tab, then selecting “ZOOM! Professional 
Development,” and scrolling down to the archives at the bottom. Currently the following webinar 
topics are available: (1) Assessment and Accountability 101, (2)Achievement Monitoring Using 
Benchmark Assessments , (3) Creating and Sustaining Positive School Cultures, and (4) Using 
Actionable Data – A Community of Practice to Raise Student Achievement and Close the 
Achievement Gap.  
 
 
 

http://www.edresults.org/
http://www.calcharters.org/2011/05/actionable-data-a-community-of-practice-to-raise-student-achievement-close-the-achievement-gap.html
http://www.calcharters.org/2011/05/actionable-data-a-community-of-practice-to-raise-student-achievement-close-the-achievement-gap.html
http://www.calcharters.org/2011/03/school-profiler-overview.html
http://www.calcharters.org/services/resources/
http://www.calcharters.org/zoom
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Helping charter schools measure important aspects of their performance that aren’t 
reflected in test scores 

In response to schools’ requests, we have also included resource ideas for surveys to 
measure aspects of charter schools’ performance that are not typically reflected in test scores. 
CCSA has identified several survey resources (some are free, some are fee-for-service) for 
schools to survey students, parents and staff. They measure satisfaction, student/staff 
engagement, school climate, safety and other important measures that are often hard for 
schools to quantify. Survey results can help schools access rigorous data to use in renewal 
discussions with authorizers as well as for  accreditation, long-term planning, and fundraising 
efforts. Schools will get comparison data about how their charter compares to other charters, to 
other non-charters and (depending on the survey) to schools in other states. Various survey 
resources from three research organizations (Gallup, WestEd, and USC) are outlined below.  
 

1. USC Student, Parent and Staff Stakeholder Satisfaction Surveys 
The Center on Educational Governance at USC has been offering stakeholder 

satisfaction surveys for several years and several California charter schools already use these 
fee-for-service surveys. The surveys include questions on school environment, academic 
program, school support services, school culture, and teachers and administrators. The USC 
website notes: “Test scores are only one measure of success. Assessing the satisfaction of 
parents, students and staff offers a broader, richer range of performance measures useful for 
identifying school strengths and areas in need of improvement. Results can be used to guide 
school improvement efforts, school-wide, and by grade-level and department. Schools also 
have found the survey results useful in the accreditation and charter school renewal processes, 
as well as for long-term planning and fundraising efforts.” 
http://www.usc.edu/dept/education/cegov/products/stakeholder-satisfaction.html 

 
2. West Ed School Climate Surveys 

West Ed offers several surveys with a broad range of comparison data. State 
Superintendent of Public Instruction Tom Torlakson notes: “We all know that children can only 
learn to their full potential when they feel safe and secure at school and in their classroom. The 
California School Climate Survey, and its companion the California Healthy Kids Survey, 
provide a venue for students to express how they really feel about their school experience and 
their classroom environment. These surveys provide teachers and administrators the critical 
data needed to create positive learning environments in our schools. I strongly encourage all 
school districts to participate in these important surveys.”  

 
Student Survey (California Healthy Kids Survey) This fee-for-service survey, for use in 

grades 5-12, contains key learning and health-related indicators that are used to collect student 
data on attitudes, behaviors, and experiences related to school and learning. School 
connectedness, developmental supports and opportunities, safety, violence and harassment, 
substance use, and physical and mental health are some of the key areas assessed by the 
survey. http://chks.wested.org/ 

 
Parent Survey (California School Parent Survey)  This fee-for-service survey is designed 

to provide information directly from parents that can be used to foster positive learning and 
teaching environments, parent involvement, and student achievement, health, and well-being. 
The act of asking parents to provide their perceptions of the school is in itself an empowering 
parent-involvement activity. http://csps.wested.org/ 

 
Staff Survey (California School Climate Survey) This fee-for-service survey includes 

questions about key learning and teaching conditions, barriers, and supports for both general 

http://www.usc.edu/dept/education/cegov/products/stakeholder-satisfaction.html
http://chks.wested.org/
http://csps.wested.org/
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and special education. Underlying its development is research and theory demonstrating that 
high student achievement and staff job satisfaction are linked to school environments that are 
supportive, challenging (rigorous with high expectations), caring, participatory (staff and student 
involvement in meaningful decision-making and activities), safe, and healthy. 
http://cscs.wested.org/ 

 
 

3. Gallup Surveys 
Gallup Student Poll The free Gallup Student Poll tracks the hope, engagement, and 

wellbeing of public school students in grades 5 through 12 across the United States. Public 
schools and districts may participate at no cost. Through a Web-based survey administered in 
the fall of each school year, the poll measures student hope for the future, engagement with 
school, and wellbeing - factors that have been shown to drive students' grades, achievement 
scores, retention, and future employment. www.gallupstudentpoll.com 

Gallup Parent Poll & Gallup Employee Poll Gallup also offers parent and employee 
engagement polls on a fee-for-service basis. )  
 
The websites and resources outlined above are just some of the resources CCSA has identified 
to support California charter schools in increasing academic achievement and enhancing school 
success. Please visit www.calcharters.org and check out our blog 
http://www.calcharters.org/blog/members/ for continually updated information to support your 
school. 

 
 

X. Summary and Implications 
 
What did we learn from this study? 

This study confirms the path CCSA is on and the reliability of its Accountability 
Framework as a basis for evaluating school performance. CCSA had already invested two years 
of extensive research analysis and due diligence in constructing its Similar Students Measure 
and testing its validity. This study offered a further opportunity to deepen our understanding of 
this measure and assess whether it is appropriately differentiating between the lowest 
performing charters. In this analysis we used site visits/school interviews and individual student 
academic data (where it was available) to identify those charter schools that were truly 
underperforming, based on the population they are serving, and those who were lifting  the 
academic achievement of their students at a faster rate than other schools across the state. The 
study shows that the SSM does seem to appropriately identify the underperforming charter 
schools and this gives us greater certainty to show the resolve necessary to continue the 
difficult and necessary work we are doing. 

 
Our conversations with schools also reiterated for us the critical importance of CCSA’s 

role to help schools gauge how they perform relative to other schools and connect with higher 
achieving schools. Many schools specifically asked for resources and support in identifying 
model schools and best practices in other charter schools from which they could learn. CCSA 
has an important role to play in helping charter schools to gauge their performance compared to 
other schools – particularly in comparison to other charter schools serving similarly high risk/ 
high need populations. As an organization, in the spirit of fostering a “no excuses” environment 
for educational success, we can help schools understand that other schools are achieving at 
higher rates with similar populations of students. CCSA is uniquely positioned to do this work 
successfully, because of its strong network and access that can help to identify centers of 

http://cscs.wested.org/
http://www.gallupstudentpoll.com/
http://www.calcharters.org/
http://www.calcharters.org/blog/members/
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excellence and link other schools serving similar populations to these high performers so best 
practices can be replicated and more students can experience success at high levels.  

 
In terms of improving CCSA’s Minimum Criteria for Renewal, schools suggested: 

tracking individual student growth, placing greater weight on graduation and California High 
School Exit Exam (CAHSEE) passage rates, tracking college acceptance and persistence, 
taking into consideration student mobility, and measuring parent and student satisfaction. 
Several factors emerged from the study as significant areas for CCSA to continue to address in 
future iterations of a performance framework. In particular, CCSA should consider the following 
criteria: (1) individual student academic growth data, (2) graduation rates, (3) schools’ 
understanding of accountability. 

 
This study concludes that there is no single, clear answer that tells us whether a school 

is effective or not with absolute certainty of judgment, yet our adopted framework is a reliable 
tool to deploy as an orienting policy. As an organization and as a charter school movement we 
will continue to face hard choices about which schools to support. As we advocate for increased 
accountability and higher academic performance, we will also have to find ways to continue to 
ensure the widest range of high quality educational choices for parents that may not all look the 
same but are achieving strong outcomes for students in transparent and demonstrable ways. 
Doing this in a way that preserves choice and strengthens achievement is the difficult but 
necessary tension and exciting challenge we face. 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 


