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Summary

In a recent report, the Center for Research on Education Outcomes (CREDO) examined
charter school students’ year-to-year test score growth across 31 states between 2015 and
2019. When compared to students in traditional public schools, it finds charter school stu-
dents experienced small, positive impacts in reading and math but with considerable vari-
ation between groups and types of schools. For instance, Black and Hispanic students in
the study had more positive outcomes than other racial and ethnic identities. In addition,
charter schools run by management organizations were found to show more positive re-
sults than stand-alone schools. Virtual charter schools, meanwhile, produced strongly nega-
tive outcomes. The geographic scope of the report provides policymakers with an expansive
bird’s-eye view, comparing charter school students’ learning in reading and math to stu-
dents in traditional public schools. However, the report should be approached with caution
by policymakers given the nonexperimental design that renders it unable to fully account
for the factors that drive families to choose charter schools. In addition, the report presents
its findings using an unconventional metric that makes it difficult to understand the policy
implications, potentially misleading policymakers. Indeed, the magnitude of the main find-
ings fails to meet the minimum threshold experts consider to be a meaningful educational
intervention.
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I. Introduction

Enrollments in public charter schools have increased substantially over the past decade
alongside enrollment declines in traditional public schools. According to the National Cen-
ter for Education Statistics, the number of students enrolled in charter schools more than
doubled between 2010 and 2021 from 1.8 million to 3.7 million, an increase from 4% to 7%
of total public-school enrollments (charter schools are, technically, public schools).! Supply
of, and demand for, charter schools vary across states, however. For example, among 43
states that authorized charters in 2021, the percentage of public-school students attending
charter schools ranged from less than 1% in Iowa to 45% in Washington, D.C.

Given the growing share of public students attending charter schools, there is an ongoing
interest in tracking student performance in these schools relative to those attending tra-
ditional public schools. Although reporting requirements make it easy to compare charter
public and traditional public student test scores, the nonrandom nature of student enroll-
ment makes it difficult to pinpoint the impacts of any type of school—charter or otherwise.
Nevertheless, researchers have amassed an impressive number of such studies, comparing
student outcomes at the level of individual schools to multi-state comparisons that include
millions of students.?

The Center for Research on Education Outcomes (CREDO) has been highly active in this
area of research, having conducted studies of charter school performance in cities and states
across the country. CREDO published its first multi-state analysis of charter school per-
formance in 20092 that included 16 states and in 20134 increased the sample to include 27
states. With the recent publication of As a Matter of Fact: The National Charter School
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Study III 2023, CREDO researchers expanded the scope to 31 states.5 The 157-page report®
includes aggregate findings of charter school performance across all states, and then un-
packs the results by various student characteristics (e.g., race, ethnicity, poverty status),
state-level outcomes, types of charter school operators (charter management organizations
v. stand-alone schools), and instructional modalities (online v. brick and mortar). The re-
port concludes with a summary of implications for stakeholders, including charter school
authorizers, administrators, and policymakers.

II. Findings and Conclusions of the Report

The report’s findings and conclusions flow from its assessment of the following: (1) perfor-
mance of charter schools, in general, and (2) performance of charter schools specifically
operating under charter management organizations (CMOs), entities that manage multiple
charter schools. Respective major findings and conclusions in each category are highlighted
below. The report then merges those assessments to make its ultimate findings and conclu-
sions, also summarized below.

Charter School Student Performance in General

Overall, the report finds that the average charter school student experienced more positive
growth (expressed in terms of “days of learning”) in math and reading relative to compari-
son students in traditional public schools. In reading, charter students experienced 16 more
days than the comparison students in traditional public schools. In math, charter students
saw an additional six days of learning.

The report also assesses gains across different groups of charter students and finds sub-
stantial variation. In terms of race and ethnicity, growth was primarily limited to Black and
Hispanic students. Black students in the study averaged 35 days more learning per year
in reading and 29 days in math compared to their traditional public school counterparts.
Hispanic students averaged an additional 30 days in reading and 19 in math. Other racial
groups—categorized as multiracial, Native American, White, and Asian—experienced equiv-
alent or fewer days of learning.

Differences in growth among students in poverty, English-language learners, and special
education across charters were also reported. Students in poverty saw an additional 23 days
of learning in reading and 17 days in math, whereas English-language learners in charter
schools experienced six and eight additional days, respectively. However, students receiving
special education in charter schools had slower growth than their traditional public peers
(13 fewer days in reading and 14 few days in math).

Findings based on geographic location also were noted. A state comparison revealed that
reading learning in charters was equivalent to traditional public schools in 12 states, while
charter students in 18 states experienced more days of learning on average. Similarly, it re-
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ports that urban charter school students experienced the most days of learning growth per
year in each subject—29 days in reading and 28 days in math. Suburban students averaged
14 more days of learning in reading and three days in math, while rural students averaged
five more days in reading and 10 fewer days in math.”

The mode of instructional delivery was another substantial source of variation in growth.
Students attending virtual charter schools experienced 124 fewer days of learning in math
and 58 fewer days in reading per year compared to traditional public students. By compari-
son, students attending brick-and-mortar charter schools saw 15 more days in math and 22
more in reading.

Students in Schools Operating Under Charter Management Organiza-
tions (CMOs)

The report includes an entire section of findings related to charter management organi-
zations (CMOs): specifically, that CMOs outperform traditional public schools (TPSs) at a
greater magnitude than stand-alone charter schools (SCSs). For instance, the report finds
that students attending CMO-affiliated charters outpaced their traditional public peers in
reading by 27 days and math by 23 days. In contrast, it finds that SCS students learned the
equivalent of 10 more days in reading and three fewer days in math than traditional public
school students.

In a related point, the report describes over 1,000 charter schools as “gap-busting,” a term
used to describe schools where student achievement is ahead of traditional public schools
and where minoritized and low-income students score the same or better as their White and
economically advantaged peers. The report finds that these schools are more prevalent in
CMOs and points to this finding as evidence of their ability to “scale” equitable education
and reach various student groups with greater impact. Additional findings related to CMOs
are noted, including that the “clustering” of CMOs within a single state is more beneficial
than when CMOs operate schools in more than one state; and that CMOs positively impacted
student performance in “turn-around”® schools, among others.

Combined Conclusions
The report concludes that:

1. Charter schools provide “stronger learning” in math and reading than traditional
schools;

Over 1,000 charter schools—many from CMOs—eliminate learning gaps across differ-
ent groups;

Larger CMOs contribute to high performance;

Charters and their networks improve over time.
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Together, the findings and conclusions imply that a “charter school policy framework” sets
the conditions for positive student results, but causal connections cannot be made.

II1. The Report’s Rationale for Its Findings and Conclusions

The report relies on student-level data from students attending charter schools and tra-
ditional public schools across 31 states. The primary basis by which the report supports
its findings and conclusions is through a nonexperimental matching design in which the
reading and math scores of students attending charter schools are compared to the scores
of similar students attending the traditional public schools the charter students would have
otherwise attended (see Section V).

IV. The Report’s Use of the Research Literature

There is no designated literature review section, which makes it difficult for readers to fully
consider the contributions of the report. The report does reference some of the highly cited
peer-reviewed articles that estimate the effects of charter schools on student test scores,
but there is little mention of how the report’s findings are consistent with, or deviate from,
prior work.® A more substantial engagement with prior research would add perspective to
the findings and credibility to the report. This is especially the case for the findings related
to CMOs. For example, it has been demonstrated that some CMOs spend significantly more
per student than similarly situated traditional public schools, thus masking their purported
ability to be efficient.’® Likewise, CMOs overlook the downsides of privatizing public educa-
tion by characterizing their actions as promoting racial and social equity, although they can
contribute to inequity."

V. Review of the Report’s Methods

The scale of the study is its key methodological strength, as the analysis of this data set pro-
vides the most expansive look to date at charter students’ test score performance in reading
and math. The report makes use of what it claims as one of the largest educational data
sets ever compiled, consisting of 81% of tested public-school students in the United States.
However, the wide-ranging scope of the study is also its primary limitation, as it requires a
nonexperimental approach to a question that is best answered by an experimental design
(i.e., What is the effect of charter schools on student learning?).

Since charter school attendance involves a voluntary, nonrandom decision made by parents,
one cannot assume that observed differences across charter and public sectors are due to the
impacts of the schools. The present report attempts to address the lack of random assign-
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ment by utilizing a Virtual Control Record (VCR) protocol.?? This nonexperimental design
strategy involves matching charter school students to as many as seven students (called
“virtual twins”) who attend the traditional public schools that charter students would have
otherwise attended (referred to as “feeder schools”).3 The matching criteria included: race/
ethnicity, gender, English proficiency, poverty status, special education status, grade level,
and prior year test score on the state achievement assessment. Students were identically
matched on these criteria except for the prior test score, for which students were matched to
within 0.10 standard deviations.

Readers should maintain a healthy skepticism toward the findings of this report given its
nonexperimental design. Although the report matches on an important set of observable
criteria, it is simply not possible to rule out the potential that unobserved factors are, at
least in part, driving differences in test score growth across sectors. To be sure, matching
procedures are a common method of constructing comparison groups in the charter school
research literature when either (1) random assignment is not feasible (i.e., through admis-
sions lotteries) or (2) if researchers wish to maximize the generalizability of the findings.*s
However, the VCR matching method is relatively uncommon outside of CREDO reports. In
addition, statistical tests that expert peer reviewers routinely request to assess the likeli-
hood of selection bias are not reported.*

Additional caution needs to be exercised when examining the results of the report by certain
subgroups. The present report had an overall match rate of 81%, which means that one out
of five students in the original data set (which itself was a subset consisting of 81% of all test-
ed students) were not included in the final analysis. Although this is a reasonable match rate
for such a study, the unmatched students (and the non-tested students from the population)
are not a random subset, which constrains the ability to generalize to the population of char-
ter students. Further, the match rates among White (84.4%), Black (81.4%), and Hispanic
(83.3%) students, who make up 93.9% of the students in the analysis, were slightly above the
average, while the rates for Asian/Pacific Islander (64.0%), Native American (38.0%), and
multiracial (58.1%) students were far below. This means that additional caution should be
taken when interpreting the outcomes for these latter groups of students.

Another concern is that the report breaks with convention and uses a potentially misleading
indicator of the magnitude of difference in test score growth between charter and traditional
public students. Researchers typically report an intervention’s effect size in standard devi-
ation units, which provides a way of expressing the magnitude of difference between treat-
ment and control groups. Instead, the report converted the standard deviation units into
“days of learning” in order to express the results in a metric that is more familiar to a wider
audience. Unfortunately, however, the report does not contextualize the metric using widely
accepted benchmarks for the policy relevance of educational interventions (see Section VI
below).v”

Finally, a major segment of the report is dedicated to disaggregating the results between
charters run by management organizations and those that operate as stand-alone schools.
However, there are many different types of management organizations, such as for-profit,
nonprofit, and vendor-operated organizations. Previous research makes it clear that these
distinctions matter,'® but the current report makes it impossible to understand the nuance.
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VI. Review of the Validity of the Findings and Conclusions

Setting aside the methodological concerns (explored above) that question the findings and
conclusions, the report’s main conclusion that charter schools “produce superior student
gains” is overstated.’ The main finding that, on average, charter school students learned 16
more days in reading than traditional public students equates to .03 standard deviation (SD)
units, which is widely considered by experts to be a small effect.2° The difference in math (six
days of learning or .01 SDs) is trivial. In fact, the only portion of the results that produced
large impacts was among virtual charter schools, in which case the effects on math scores
were negative (-124 days of learning or -.21 SDs).

To confuse matters further, the report fails to communicate that just because a difference in
learning is statistically significant does not necessarily mean that the effect is substantively
meaningful for policy. In studies that utilize large data sets such as the present report, even
trivial differences will be statistically significant. As a case in point, the .01 SD (six days of
learning) difference in math was statistically significant, but substantively of little meaning
in the context of educational interventions. A finding that may be statistically significant
should not, on its own, drive policy changes. That the report does not mention this disclaim-
er is a considerable oversight.

VII. Usefulness of the Report for Guidance
of Policy and Practice

The findings of this report had the potential to be informative for policymakers, but un-
fortunately the way they are presented will likely lead to more confusion than clarity. That
said, the primary takeaway for policymakers should be that, in the aggregate, the charter
sector appears to produce similar results in reading and math as traditional public schools.
However, there also appears to be important variation across groups, geographic locations,
and types of charter schools. Thus, state and local policymakers would be better served by
examining the state-specific findings from this report, or better yet, the many previously
published peer-reviewed studies that have analyzed charter school outcomes at the state and
local levels as well as across types of operators and their instructional modalities.2!
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