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The first annual Portrait of the 
Movement report introduces a 
performance framework for 
charter schools that includes the 
SSM.  An examination of 
schools through the lens of the 
framework shows that 
California’s charter schools are 
both exceeding their predictions 
and under-performing relative to 
their predicted performance. 

Findings detailed in the report 
show that charter schools are 
contributing significantly to 
accelerating the closure of the 
performance gap between low-
income and affluent  
communities. 

CCSA developed the Similar 
Students Measure (SSM), a key 
element of the framework, in an 
effort to approximate the value-
add of a school to its students. 

The accountability framework, 
which also includes measures of 
rigor and momentum, can be 
used to identify schools that do 
not meet CCSA’s minimum 
renewal criteria, as well as “high 
impact” charters that do well on 
a variety of absolute and relative 
measures. 

Portrait of the Movement and CCSA’s 
Performance Framework 

The California Charter Schools Association (CCSA) is leading the way to 
define improved performance measures to strengthen academic 
accountability among underperforming charter schools, and accelerate the 
movement’s success in delivering on its promise to improve access to high 
quality schools.  
 
The Portrait of the Movement report introduces a performance framework 
that renders a more nuanced analysis of charter school performance on a 
variety of academic performance indicators. 
 
A centerpiece of CCSA’s performance framework is the Similar Students 
Measure (SSM), developed by CCSA and vetted by an advisory panel of 
external research and accountability experts. 
 
The SSM assesses school performance while filtering out many of the non-
school effects on student achievement through the use of regression-based 
predictive modeling. The measure compares a school’s Academic 
Performance Index (or “API,” a numeric score used for school 
accountability purposes ranging from 200 to 1,000 that summarizes a 
school’s performance on California’s standardized tests) to a predicted API 
that controls for the effects of student background on performance, 
resulting in a metric called Percent Predicted API. This approach enables 
researchers to identify schools that perform significantly over and under 
their prediction on an annual basis, as well as over a period of three years.  
 
One of the key findings in Portrait of the Movement is that charters are 
overrepresented at both ends of the performance continuum (that is, 
performing over or under their predicted API), compared to traditional public 
schools.  
 
However, charters serving low-income populations are generating 
significantly better results than traditional public schools serving the same 
populations, thus demonstrating that charter schools are weakening the link 
between poverty and underperformance that is so prevalent in the 
traditional system. 
 
Other findings: 
 
• Charters are over four times as likely as non-charters to be among the 

top 5% of schools statewide in terms of performance relative to a 
prediction, yet also over twice as likely to be among the bottom 5%.  

• Many more students are served by charters exceeding their prediction 
than by under-performing charters.  

CCSA is sponsoring legislation that 
will enable policymakers to evaluate 
charter school academic performance 
in a more streamlined, nuanced way, 
while remaining within the construct of 
California’s assessment and 
evaluation system for all schools. 
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• We see some evidence that the concentration of charters 

performing over their prediction is increasing and the 
concentration of under-performing charters is decreasing 
over time. 

• Charters that serve low-income students are performing 
above prediction at higher rates relative to the traditional 
system; students at charters serving low-income populations 
are very likely to be served by such a school.  

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

• Schools operated by Charter Management Organizations 
(CMOs) are over-performing in comparison with traditional 
public schools. 

• School age is not associated with over- or under-
performance. Young schools have a similar distribution as 
mature schools.  

 
2009-10 Total, 

excluding 
ASAM + 
small 

Bottom 
5% of 
CA 
schools  

Bottom 
10% of 
CA 
schools  

Top 
10% of 
CA 
schools 

Top 5% 
of CA 
schools 

Number of 
Charters 
(Percent) 

720 83 

“We cannot make improvements if we 
exempt our own members from the steps 

needed to make high-performing schools a 
reality for every student in California” 

 
 Jed Wallace 

 President and CEO 
 California Charter Schools 

Association

 
Portrait of the Movement details that charters 
are more concentrated than non-charters among 
schools with high academic status and high 
growth. Charters are also more concentrated than 
traditional schools in the low academic status and 
low growth quadrant, but proportionally serve 
many fewer students than low-performing non-
charters. Charters serving low-income 
populations are more likely to have high 
academic status and high growth and are less 
likely to have low academic status and low growth 
than non-charters serving low-income 
populations. 
 
CCSA’s performance framework also allows for 
identification of “high impact” schools, which 
should be encouraged and supported to replicate 
and grow. As context, if we were to apply the 
“high impact” definition to non-charter schools, 
only 5.5% of schools would qualify. In 
comparison, 10.7% of charters qualify as a “high 
impact” school. 

(11.5%) 
138 

(19.2%) 
157 

(21.8%) 
115 

(16.0%) 

Number of 
Non-
Charters  
(Percent)  

7,454 325 
(4.4%) 

 
To ensure that charters are delivering on the 
promise of a high-quality education for all 
students in California, CCSA has presented 
legislation to increase accountability for charter 
schools. 
  
A full copy of the Portrait of the Movement 
and associated resources, including maps 
and scatterplots, are available at 
www.calcharters.org/portraitofthemovement 
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In addition to SSM, the performance framework includes 
measures of rigor (in the form of a school’s API score) and 
momentum (by considering growth in API over a three-year 
period). 
 
By combining the pattern of a three-year cycle using current 
API, cumulative growth, and predicted performance, the 
framework provides a more comprehensive performance 
management construct to assess school progress. The results 
are divided into four quadrants: high status-high growth; high 
status-low growth; low status-high growth; and low status-low 
growth.  


