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Introduction and summary

In the summer of 2004, a noisy controversy erupted over whether char
ter schools are more effective than regular public schools. The dust-up 
began when the American Federation of Teachers (AFT), known to sup
port greater restrictions on charter schools, published test results from 
the federal government’s National Assessment of Educational Progress 
(NAEP). The data showed that average achievement is higher in regular 
public schools than in charter schools, both for students overall and for 
low-income students. The AFT’s report also noted that for black stu
dents, a group that many charter schools are specifically designed to 
serve, average achievement is no better in charter schools than in regular 
public schools. 

The New York Times publicized this finding on its front-page. Im
mediately, the most zealous advocates of charter schools responded with 
a storm of criticism, including a full-page advertisement that they placed 
in the Times itself. These advocates did not deny that average test scores 
were higher in regular public schools than in charter schools. Rather, 
they claimed that the AFT report was methodologically flawed because 
it did not attempt to compare subsets of students who were truly similar 
in background and prior achievement. In particular, these advocates 
claimed that students attending charter schools are more disadvantaged 
than students attending regular public schools, and especially that black 
students in charter schools are more disadvantaged than black students 
in other public schools. If this were the case, then charter school stu
dents could have been expected to score lower than regular public school 
students even if charter schools were somewhat more effective. These 
charter school advocates claimed that charter schools are actually, on 
average, more effective, not less so, than regular public schools. 

The controversy revealed an intense level of disagreement about the 
wisdom of policies to encourage charter schools. That the claims are so 
contradictory indicates how little consensus there is about: 
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• whether charter schools really are more effective than public schools; 

• whether charter schools really do serve comparatively disadvantaged 
students; 

• what kind of evidence is required to make judgments about the impact 
of charter schools on student learning; and 

• what role charter schools can be expected to play in strategies to 
improve regular public schools. 

Our aim in this book is to synthesize as comprehensively as pos
sible all available evidence on the average effectiveness of charter schools 
relative to regular public schools. We conclude in Chapter 5 that, based 
on 19 studies, conducted in 11 states and the District of Columbia, there 
is no evidence that, on average, charter schools out-perform regular public 
schools. In fact, there is evidence that the average impact of charter 
schools is negative. This evidence of a negative effect comes particu
larly from those studies that use the strongest methodologies to discover 
causal effects, although the evidence of a negative effect is somewhat 
localized to specific states. 

In pursuing this aim, it was essential that we first set standards for 
methodological quality. Children are not assigned at random to attend 
charter schools, so some attempt must be made to identify subsets of 
children attending charter and regular public schools who are as similar as 
possible in their prior characteristics, including academic achievement. 
Fairly clear standards for this kind of work have emerged in social sci
ence, and we describe these in Chapter 4. We also ask whether studies 
adhering more or less well to these standards produce similar or different 
results. With few exceptions, the general outlines of the story are similar: 
charter schools are no more effective than regular public schools on aver
age and may, in fact, be less effective. 

But do charter schools serve more disadvantaged students than those 
served by regular public schools? The answer to this question is some
what complex. In many states, the fraction of charter school students 
who are black is somewhat higher than the fraction of regular public 
school students who are black. However, the black students attending 
charter schools in these states tend to be disproportionately better off 
socioeconomically than black students attending regular public schools. 
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The best studies of charter school effectiveness simultaneously remove 
the effects not only of race and socioeconomic factors but also of prior 
achievement and even a host of other, often unobservable differences 
(such as the educational levels of parents) between children attending 
the two types of schools. In these highest-quality studies in particular, 
the average effects of attending a charter school are null or negative. In 
Chapter 4 we compare, in detail, the kinds of students served by charter 
and regular public schools nationally and in studies done in 12 states 
and the District of Columbia. 

Beyond synthesizing current evidence, our inquiry also explores a 
few of the policy implications of our findings about relative average 
charter school performance, and this requires us to re-evaluate some of 
the common rationales for supporting charter schools. 

One argument is that charter schools liberate educators from bu
reaucratic regulations and union contracts that stifle creative educational 
improvements. We speculate that, while deregulation helps some educa
tors devise good schools, it also enables others to devise bad and even 
corruptly managed schools. For example, while some charter schools 
can use freedom from normal certification requirements to hire unusu
ally talented and dedicated teachers, other charter schools use this free
dom to hire teachers who may be less qualified than teachers in regular 
public schools. We conclude that the evidence about average charter 
school performance is consistent with this wide range in the effects of 
deregulation. That charter schools are not substantially more effective, 
on average, than other public schools calls into question the view that 
bureaucracy and union contracts are major impediments to school im
provement. It seems, based on the evidence, that deregulation and 
deunionization do not yield any bonanzas of learning, on average. If 
bonanzas are realized in some places, they are apparently offset by ca
tastrophes in others. 

A second argument is that charter schools are more accountable 
than regular public schools for their outcomes. This theory takes two 
forms. Some advocates of charter schools argue that, unlike regular public 
schools, charter schools will be closed by public authorities if their aca
demic performance is inadequate. We show that evidence about actual 
charter school accountability processes does not support this assertion. 
Other advocates of charter schools argue that parental choice (the free
dom of parents to choose better charter schools and to remove their 
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children from low-performing ones) provides strong accountability. We 
suggest that to the extent charter schools rely on this mechanism of 
accountability, it should not be surprising that their average academic 
performance does not surpass that of regular public schools, for two 
reasons. First, parents may choose charter schools for other than aca
demic reasons. Second, given how complex it is to assess academic per
formance (leading even experts to dispute the effectiveness of charter 
schools so vigorously), it is not surprising that parents would not always 
be able to discern a charter school that was more academically effective. 

A third argument is that charter schools foster experimentation to 
see if novel educational approaches can produce good results. We do not 
deny that this is an important rationale for charter schools. But we note 
that, in any field, a spirit of experimentation is likely to produce many 
failures before (if ever) identifying successes. Researchers devise strate
gies for widespread experimentation to discover effective practices, not 
to produce average gains in outcomes — those may come later, when 
the policies identified as effective are implemented on a large scale. 
Charter schools might be successful in generating innovations that should 
be imitated, even if average charter school test scores are at or below 
those of regular public schools. This implies different criteria for evalu
ating the merits of charter schools than the claim — that average charter 
school test scores surely must be superior — advanced by those zealous 
charter school advocates who were most vociferous in attacking the AFT 
report. 

Finally, a fourth argument is that competition from charter schools 
improves outcomes in regular public schools because educators in regular 
public schools are motivated to be more effective in order to avoid losing 
students to charter schools. This argument for charter schools, even if 
valid, would not require average charter school performance to be supe
rior to that of regular public schools. Nonetheless, we find no evidence to 
support the claim of a positive competition effect of charter schools, al
though research in this area is not yet extensive. 

A potentially encouraging result from the charter school dust-up of 
2004 is that the policy community may now be better able to reach 
consensus on what standards are appropriate for judging evidence of 
educational effectiveness, not only of charter schools but of regular pub
lic schools in the nation, in states, and in districts. In particular, we note 
that many charter school advocates criticized the AFT report for failing 
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to (or being unable to, given data limitations) properly adjust for student 
background characteristics and prior test scores when evaluating charter 
schools. We agree with this critique. But we observe that some charter 
school advocates who were most vigorous in putting forward this cri
tique have themselves been among the most outspoken opponents of 
making such adjustments when evaluating regular public schools and 
when comparing the educational effectiveness of states, schools, dis
tricts, and teachers. The dramatic change in the methodological stan
dards of this group (detailed in Appendix A), revealed in responses to 
the AFT report, can increase the prospects for a more objective and fair 
review of public policy issues in education than we have experienced in 
the past. But this movement toward high methodological standards will 
succeed only if policy researchers apply them consistently, instead of 
adopting tough methodological standards only when convenient to sup
port ideological positions. In particular, we urge that the standards set 
forth in the New York Times advertisement, placed by zealous charter 
school advocates in opposition to the AFT report (and reproduced in 
Chapter 1), be applied not only to charter school evaluation but to all 
school accountability policies at the federal and state levels, including 
those employed by the No Child Left Behind legislation. 

In this book, we use two terms whose frequent repetition may be 
irritating to some readers. We apologize in advance for this irritation, 
but find it necessary nonetheless to use the terms. First, we often refer to 
the group of charter school advocates who have been most outspoken in 
their insistence that, regardless of good data, charter school performance 
must be superior to that of regular public schools. As one of the princi
pal spokespersons for this group, Chester E. Finn Jr., described his and 
his colleagues’ reaction to the AFT report: “Charter supporters rushed to 
the barricades after last week’s AFT-coordinated blast in the New York 
Times.” For want of a better term, we call this group of barricade-rushers 
“charter school zealots.” We intend no disrespect to this group, and use 
“zealot” as Webster’s dictionary defines it: “someone who acts for a 
cause with excessive zeal (persistent, fervent devotion).” It is necessary 
to use a term for members of this group to distinguish them from many 
other supporters of charter schools whose devotion to charter schools is 
not excessive and who did not rush to the barricades following the re
lease of the AFT’s report. Supporters of charter schools may have many 
reasons for their support, and these reasons do not require an a priori 
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belief that average charter school academic performance must be supe
rior to that of regular public schools. These reasons might include be
liefs that charter schools are a way to keep parents committed to public 
education by offering them more choice, a way to work around some or 
all of the administrative and union constraints that characterize many 
regular public schools, a way to keep some children in school who might 
otherwise be “lost,” or a way to involve parents more actively in deci
sions about their children’s education. 

It is not the purpose of this book to evaluate in any depth the merits 
of these reasons for supporting charter schools or to propose policies 
regarding charter schools. We do, however, observe that any policy that 
permits parents to choose schools other than their neighborhood schools 
can involve costs as well as benefits, and that the difficult trade-offs 
involved in school choice have been too little discussed. For example, 
we note that if more academically able children exit their regular public 
schools in favor of charter schools (or, in the regular public sector, in 
favor of magnet or exam schools), this makes the task of neighborhood 
public schools more difficult because the students who remain will, on 
average, be less academically able and will lose the benefit of interac
tion with their more academically able peers. We also note that some 
evidence indicates that the existence of charter schools increases racial 
segregation in public schooling. These are not reasons to reject charter 
schooling, but policy deliberations must weigh these against the ben
efits claimed by charter school supporters. 

There are also zealots who oppose charter schools. In this book, we 
aim to be fair and accurate, but we do not attempt to achieve an artificial 
“balance” by analyzing the zealotry of charter school opponents as well. 
Charter school zealots, for example, accuse the AFT of opposing charter 
schools at least partly because they threaten the union’s institutional 
interests. In examining the accuracy of the data analysis of NAEP char
ter school scores presented by the AFT, we do not find a need to exam
ine the interests that may have motivated the AFT to perform this accu
rate analysis. Militant and unreflective charter school opposition, by the 
AFT or other influential policy makers, was not prominent in the dust
up following the AFT’s report, and it is this controversy, and only this 
controversy, whose implications this book examines. 

The other term we use repetitively is “on average” to describe data 
about charter and regular public schools. Without such a term, many read
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ers may still appreciate that when data comparisons of charter and regular 
public schools are made, only averages are being described — there can 
be wide variation of achievement within a particular school (whether it is 
a charter or a regular public school), and there can be wide variation in the 
average achievement of schools that are charter schools and of schools 
that are regular public schools. But some readers may benefit from a re
minder that a conclusion that charter school performance lags behind that 
of regular public school performance is not inconsistent with an observa
tion that many charter schools may be far superior to typical regular pub
lic schools (and some may be greatly inferior). Or, typical charter schools 
may be superior to many regular public schools. Unfortunately, good data 
on school performance are so limited that we have almost no understand
ing of the variance of mean charter school academic achievement or of the 
variance of mean regular public school achievement. NAEP could not 
report such data, because NAEP reports test scores only of students, not of 
individual schools. And the state studies we examine, although they col
lect data on school mean performance levels, do not report standard devia
tions of these school means of performance, a statistic that would be needed 
to understand the extent to which average performance in charter schools 
is typical for charter schools generally. Because this is such a critical point, 
we keep it before the reader by frequently inserting the words ”on aver
age“ in our discussion. 

The co-authors of this book are not opponents, zealous or other
wise, of charter schools; among ourselves, we have a variety of ways in 
which we balance the costs and benefits of charter schools. The message 
of this book is not that charter schools have “failed,” but only that there 
is no reason to be surprised that their average performance apparently 
falls below that of regular public schools. We believe that a more rea
soned discussion of education policy can proceed from this recognition. 
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