A=

Differences by
Design?

STUDENT COMPOSITION IN CHARTER SCHOOLS
WITH DIFFERENT ACADEMIC MODELS

NAT MALKUS AND JENN HATFIELD
FEBRUARY 2017

A MERICAN ENTERPRISE I NSTITUTE



Executive Summary

he charter school movement is premised on the
Tidea that, if independent operators create differ-
entiated and innovative schooling options, families will
benefit from making meaningful choices among those
options that reflect their preferences. Charters are freed
from many of the constraints traditional public schools
face, allowing them to implement distinct academic
models, school cultures, or curricular focuses that appeal
to a subset of families. The consistent growth of charter
schools, which now constitute one in 14 public schools
nationwide, provides some evidence of the popularity
of these options. However, it has been difficult to gauge
how much differentiation there is in charter school mod-
els nationwide and how substantive it is.

This paper attempts to shed light on these questions.
Looking at charter schools across the nation, we use the
content on charter schools” websites to identify their
academic models. Nearly half of charter schools had a
specialized academic model, and these were further
divided into a dozen specific categories. These nonex-
clusive categories included no-excuses schools, schools
focused on arts or STEM education, and schools focused
on vocational education.

Simply categorizing schools offers some insight into
charter schools’ differentiation, but it tells little about
whether the categories of schools differ meaningfully
from one another and from traditional public schools
(TPSs) near them. To examine the substance of these

differences, we looked at the student composition of
charter schools with each academic model. Student
compositions of charters with a given academic model
that differ systematically from those of charters with
other models or from those of the TPSs near them sug-
gest meaningful differentiation, even if parents’ pref-
erences for specific schooling options are not tightly
aligned to demographics.

The data show that charter academic models have
substantive differences in student composition. Char-
ters in each category have student compositions that
are internally consistent. They are located in areas with
distinct demographic contexts, with some models con-
centrated in relatively advantaged areas and others con-
centrated in relatively disadvantaged areas. Within a
given academic model, charters display student compo-
sitions that differ from the TPSs located nearest them,
and in many cases these patterns of differences are uni-
form. Across academic models, these patterns of differ-
ences are more distinct, suggesting that these models
differ in meaningful ways that attract different kinds of
students.

These data provide new information about the char-
ter sector across the United States. While they are far
from the last word on parents’ preferences and student
compositions, they are consistent with the theory that
distinct schooling options provide families with mean-
ingful educational choice.
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he premise behind the charter school movement is
T that allowing independent groups, instead of pub-
lic school districts, to operate public schools will pro-
mote differentiated and innovative options for families.
Because charter school operators are freed from many of
the constraints facing traditional public schools (TPSs),
they can design unique instructional models, school cul-
tures, or curricula that may appeal to some but not all
families. From there, families can choose the schools that
best fit their children’s needs. The rapid expansion of
charter schools, which now constitute more than one in
14 public schools nationwide, is a testament to the popu-
larity of those choices.

All families want their children to attend good
schools, but families define a good school differently.
In 2013, the Thomas B. Fordham Institute examined
these preferences in What Parents Want: Education Pref-
erences and Trade-Offs." This survey asked more than
2,000 parents what they valued in educational choices.
The responses indicated that all families valued a
strong academic program, but beyond that they val-
ued different things. Some families placed a premium
on career and technical education, while some priori-
tized a diverse student body. Some looked for a focus
on music or the arts, while others preferred a focus on
citizenship.

Matching varied preferences requires differentiated
school options, and charter schools are one avenue for
creating them. Charter operators can design many dif-
ferent academic models, such as arts, no excuses (which
have strict expectations for student behavior and disci-
pline), and STEM (which focus on science, technology,
engineering, and mathematics). In 2015, the AEI report

Measuring Diversity in Charter Schools outlined 14 differ-
ent models to encompass all charter schools in 17 metro
areas.” The following year, the National Alliance for Pub-
lic Charter Schools applied these models to all charters
nationwide.3

Because many charter schools intentionally provide
more specialized options than TPSs, they often attract
a different subset of families. As a result, there can be
dramatic differences in student composition between
charter schools and TPSs. In 2016, the AEI report Dif-
ferences on Balance: National Comparisons of Charter and
Traditional Public Schools detailed how often and by how
much the student composition of charter schools dif-
fered from neighboring TPSs.* The report revealed that
the students in charter schools often differed substan-
tially, in terms of student poverty, race, disability, and
other measures, from those in nearby TPSs, but not in
uniform ways.

In this paper, we examine the student compositions
in charter schools with different academic models. Spe-
cifically, we compare student compositions across char-
ter school models and between charter schools with a
given model and the TPSs near them. These compari-
sons answer three questions:

e Are charters with different academic models
located in different demographic contexts, as mea-
sured by the types of students attending those
charters and their neighboring TPSs?

e How does the student composition of charters
with a given academic model differ from those of
their neighboring TPSs?
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e How uniform are the patterns of differences
between charters with a given academic model and
their neighboring TPSs?

The answers to these questions provide new infor-
mation about differentiation in the charter sector. While
none of these data support causal relationships, they
can show whether differences in student compositions
across charter academic models are consistent with the
theory of action behind the charter school movement.
They can also provide a more granular look at how char-
ter schools’ compositions differ from those of their
neighboring TPSs.

The remainder of the report is divided into three
sections. The next section overviews the methods and
data used to classify charter schools into academic mod-
els and to compare charter schools to their neighboring
TPSs. The following section presents our findings. The
concluding section discusses what these findings tell us
about the charter school sector and how they can inform
public discussion around charter schools.

Methods

In comparing charter schools with different academic
models to their neighboring TPSs, we faced two ana-
Iytic challenges. The first challenge was to classify char-
ter schools based on their academic models. The second
challenge was to identify TPSs that would provide mean-
ingful comparisons for charter schools in each classifica-
tion. For each of these challenges, we drew on previous
AEI research, as described below.

Classifying Charter Schools’ Academic Models.
The data on charter academic models include all current
charter schools that were open in the 2012-13 school year
and come from the National Alliance for Public Charter
Schools, which used the methodology Michael McShane
and Jenn Hatfield developed in their 2015 report Measur-
ing Diversity in Charter School Offerings. Charter schools
were classified into academic models based on the con-
tent of their websites.

Charter schools could be either general schools—
which strive to provide a high-quality education but do

not indicate any particular specialization or focus—or
specialized schools, of which there are 12 types.> The
types of specialized schools are not mutually exclu-
sive; for example, a single charter school could be both
ano-excuses and a STEM school. The following explains
the types of specialized charter schools.®

e Arts charter schools include those that focused
on fine or performing arts or that used an arts-
immersion model.

e Classical charter schools are those that described
themselves as such, or whose website described
using the Socratic method or the Trivium method,
another classical instructional approach.

e Credit-recovery charter schools are designed to
meet the needs of students who have previously
dropped out of school, have been engaged with
the criminal justice system, are parents, or other-
wise need to recover credits to meet graduation
requirements.

e International/foreign language charter schools
require students to spend significant time learn-
ing a foreign language. They sometimes also spend
considerable time teaching students about other
cultures. Charters were coded as international/
foreign language if they identified themselves as
such or offered language-immersion programs.

e Military charter schools are those with a mili-
tary focus—for example, they might drill as mili-
tary units would or wear uniforms. A stand-alone
JROTC program is not sufficient. Few of these
schools were identified in the data, and their
results can be found in Appendix A.

e No-excuses charter schools are highly structured
schools with strict disciplinary systems and high
expectations for student behavior and perfor-
mance. Charters were coded as no excuses if their
websites described them as such, if they men-
tioned classroom management systems associ-
ated with no-excuses schools, or if they were part
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of well-known no-excuses charter school networks
(e.g., KIPP).

e Progressive charter schools are those whose web-
sites described them as such or as project-based
or inquiry-based. Charters were also coded as pro-
gressive if they were a Waldorf, Rudolf Steiner, or
Montessori school, or if their pedagogical approach
was characterized as child- or learner-centered.

e Public policy charter schools focus on civic engage-
ment, political knowledge, public policy, law, or
social justice. Few of these schools were identi-
fied in the data, and their results can be found in
Appendix A.

e Purposefully diverse charter schools explicitly
promote diversity as a goal. Because few of these
schools were identified in the data, their results
should be interpreted with caution. Those results
can be found in Appendix A.

e Single-sex charter schools either serve one sex
exclusively or offer single-sex instruction in some
grades or classes.

e STEM charter schools include those whose web-
sites stated they were focused on STEM or one of
its component subjects.

e Vocational charter schools emphasize career-based
and hands-on skills as integral to their whole school
program. A single vocational course or extracurric-
ular is not sufficient.

Comparing Student Composition of Charter
Schools and TPSs. To compare the student com-
position of charter schools to those of their neighbor-
ing TPSs, we used the same approach as previous AEI
reports that examined all charter schools nationally” and
by state.® The data are drawn from three sources for the
2011-12 school year.

The primary data source is the 2011-12 Common Core
of Data (CCD) from the National Center for Education
Statistics, which includes information on each school’s

charter school status, location (longitude and latitude),
student demographics, and percentage of students eligi-
ble to receive reduced-price meals.?

Second, for comparable measures of average student
academic achievement, we used EDFuacts’ school-level
data on the percentage of students scoring proficient or
above on state reading and mathematics assessments.
Because proficiency cutoffs differ by state, we stan-
dardized proficiency percentages in each state and then
across states for a comparable measure. All student pro-
ficiency data are reported in standard deviation (SD)
units with a mean for all schools of zero.

Third, we used data from the US Department of Edu-
cation’s Office of Civil Rights’ 2011-12 Civil Rights Data
Collection (CRDC) on the percentages of students with
disabilities, students who are English-language learners,
and students who have been suspended.

TPS comparison groups were created for each char-
ter school using three criteria. The first was distance.
Assuming that students in the closest TPSs are the most
likely to attend a given charter school, we considered the
closest five to be the neighboring TPSs for each charter
school. TPSs located more than 30 miles from a charter
school (typically in rural areas) were considered too far
away to be a matched neighbor and were excluded.

The second criterion was the charter school’s rela-
tionship to the school district in which it was located.
Charter schools authorized by a school district were
only matched to TPSs in the same district, based on the
assumption that these charters could only draw stu-
dents from that district. Charter schools authorized by
an entity other than the school district were allowed to
match with any TPS in the state.

The third criterion was grade range. Neighboring
TPSs need to serve the same grade range as charters to
be comparable. Charters were first matched to five TPSs
using the same grade ranges (elementary, middle, or
high school), and those that had fewer than five match-
ing TPSs were then matched to additional TPSs that
spanned multiple grade ranges.

Not all charter schools could be matched to five
neighboring TPSs or to the academic model data. Of the
4,280 charter schools™ that could be matched to five
neighboring TPSs using the CCD, about 3,800 are
included in these analyses." Of these 3,800 schools,
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not all had complete data on all data elements. Char-
ter schools reporting zero students eligible for free or
reduced-price meals were excluded based on data-quality
concerns. In addition, not all schools could be matched
to CRDC records or EDFacts data.

To maximize the number of schools included for each
model, we present on each measure for which the char-
ter and its five matched neighbors had complete data.
We report the number of charter schools with data on
each measure in the corresponding figures.

Findings

For each charter school model, we present findings in
two parts. The first part examines the average charac-
teristics of charter schools and their neighboring TPSs.
The characteristics measured include student poverty;*
the percentages of students who are black, white, and
Hispanic; and the percentages of students who are clas-
sified as special education or limited English proficient
(LEP). We also report data on suspension rates and stu-
dent proficiency; however, we urge caution in interpret-
ing these data because they are shaped by the students
attending and the disciplinary and educational processes
occurring in schools.

The differences in the average measures for charters
and their neighbors indicate what kinds of students may
be over- or underrepresented in charters with a given
specialization. For each specialization, we also include
averages for all neighboring specialized charters as a
point of reference across models. In addition, we include
the average characteristics of neighboring schools, which
are important indicators of the demographic contexts
for the geographic area in which charters with a given
academic model are located.

While averages are informative, they do not fully
capture the differences between charters and their
neighbors. Charters’ student compositions often dif-
fer substantially from those in neighboring TPSs, but
not in uniform ways. For instance, many charters serve
more poor students than their neighbors, but about the
same number serve fewer. In this case, charters and their
neighbors may have similar averages that obscure sub-
stantive differences.

To examine how often, in what direction, and by how
much charters differ from neighboring TPSs, the second
part of our findings examines the distribution of differ-
ences between charters and their neighbors. We report
on these differences for each measure as “substantially
lower” when charter schools serve less than the aver-
age of their neighboring TPSs by 20 or more percentage
points, “somewhat lower” when charter schools serve
5-19 points less, “similar” when neighboring TPSs serve
within +/- 5 percentage points, “somewhat higher” when
charter schools serve 5-19 points more, and “substan-
tially higher” when charter schools serve 20+ percentage
points more.'

We present these findings first for all general and
specialized charter schools and then for each specialized
model in turn.

General and Specialized Charter Schools. Char-
ter schools with general and specialized academic mod-
els have average student compositions that are relatively
similar to each other and to each group’s neighboring
TPSs. On almost every measure in Table 1, all four of these
groups differ more from all TPSs than from each other.

For instance, student poverty is similar for both
groups of charters and their neighboring TPSs (between
56 percent and 62 percent), and all four groups have
higher rates of poor students than all TPSs (50 percent).
This is largely because charters, and therefore their
neighbors, are predominantly located in urban areas
with relatively high poverty rates. Accordingly, Table 1
suggests that charters are located in areas with fewer
white students and more black, Hispanic, and LEP stu-
dents than TPSs. Charters and their neighbors also have
uniformly higher average suspension rates and lower
proficiency rates.

Despite these similarities, there are important dif-
ferences between charters and their neighboring TPSs.
Both groups of charter schools enroll higher percentages
of black and proficient students and lower percentages
of poor, special education, and LEP students than their
neighboring TPSs. Because charters and their neighbors
are from the same vicinities, these differences cannot be
attributed to their location.

Figures 1 and 2 examine how often and by how much
charters with general and specialized academic models
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Table 1. Student Composition in Charter Schools, Their Neighboring TPSs, and All Public Schools

General Specialized

Charter Neighboring Charter Neighboring | All Public

Schools TPSs Schools TPSs Schools
Student Poverty 59% 62% 56% 59% 50%
Black Students 28% 24% 29% 24% 15%
White Students 34% 35% 35% 35% 56%
Hispanic Students 29% 33% 29% 32% 20%
Special Education Students 12% 15% 13% 15% 15%
LEP Students 10% 15% 10% 15% 9%
Suspension Rates 7% 8% 8% 8% 5%
Student Proficiency -0.26 -0.37 -0.19 -0.37 0.00

Note: Table includes charter schools that were matched to five neighboring TPSs with full data for a given measure. Sample sizes can be
found in the matching figures. Proficiency is standardized with a mean of O and SD of 1.
Source: National Center for Education Statistics CCD, 2011-12; EDFacts, 2011-12; and CRDC, 2011-12.

differ from their neighboring TPSs. Figure 1 shows that
23 percent of general charter schools have substantially
(at least 20 percentage points) lower poverty rates com-
pared to their neighboring TPSs.'# It also shows that
18 percent of general charter schools have substantially

ilar amounts.

higher poverty rates, while comparatively few have sim-

This pattern of differences shows that general char-
ter school student populations frequently differ from
those in neighboring TPSs, but not in a uniform way.

Figure 1. Distribution of Differences in Student Characteristics in General Charter Schools
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rather than 20+. For special education, LEP, and suspension rates, “substantial” differences are 10+ percentage points, and differences
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dardized with a mean of O and SD of 1. “Substantial” differences are 0.6+ SDs, differences described as “somewhat” are 0.25-0.6 SD,
and “similar” differences are within 0.25 SDs. The number of schools per category are listed in parentheses.
Source: National Center for Education Statistics CCD, 2011-12; EDFacts, 2011-12; and US Department of Education, Office of Civil

Rights, CRDC, 2011-12.
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Figure 2. Distribution of Differences in Student Characteristics in Specialized Charter Schools
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The other metrics are less balanced: more general char-
ter schools serve higher proportions of black, white,
and proficient students than their neighboring TPSs,
compared to the percentage serving lower proportions.
In addition, more general charter schools serve lower
proportions of Hispanic, special education, and LEP
students and have lower suspension rates than their
neighboring TPSs, compared to the percentage serving
higher proportions.

The patterns of differences in Figure 2, which include
all charters with specialized academic models, are quite
similar to those with general academic models in Fig-
ure 1. However, unlike the general charters, specialized
charters can be broken down further by their academic
models, affording a view into how much and how uni-
formly charters with a given academic model differ from
their neighbors.

The differences in Figure 2 for all specialized charters
serve as a useful baseline to compare specific models
because their differences are similar to those of gen-
eral charter schools and because they are the average

of specific models. Therefore, they show which models
appear to be preferred by specific groups.

Hispanic students, students with disabilities, and
LEP students are underrepresented in all specialized
charters. The severity of their underrepresentation in
charters with a given academic model should be gauged
by whether they are substantially different from those in
all specialized charters. This is not because underrepre-
sentation in these measures is unimportant, but because
it may more appropriately be attributed to charters gen-
erally rather than to a given academic model.

The following section looks at charters by academic
model. First, we examine average characteristics of char-
ters with a given academic model and their neighbors,
compared to the averages for all TPSs that neighbor spe-
cialized charter schools. These comparisons shed light
on the local contexts of charters with specific academic
models. Then we look at the distribution of differences
for charters with a given model and their neighbors to
see whether, and how uniformly, those charters have dif-
ferent student compositions than their neighbors.
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Table 2. Student Composition in Arts Charter Schools, Their Neighboring TPSs, and All

Specialized Charter Schools’ Neighboring TPSs

Arts Charter Neighboring Neighboring TPSs of All
Schools TPSs Specialized Charter Schools
Student Poverty 55% 64% 59%
Black Students 29% 28% 24%
White Students 40% 32% 35%
Hispanic Students 24% 33% 32%
Special Education Students 14% 15% 15%
LEP Students 7% 14% 15%
Suspension Rates 5% 9% 8%
Student Proficiency 0.07 -0.49 -0.37

Source: National Center for Education Statistics CCD, 2011-12; EDFacts, 2011-12; and CRDC, 2011-12.

Arts Charter Schools

The average characteristics of neighboring TPSs indicate
the kind of areas in which arts charters are located. TPSs
that neighbor arts charters have more poor and black
students and somewhat fewer white and proficient stu-
dents than neighbors of all specialized charter schools
(Table 2). Arts charters serve far more white students
and fewer poor, Hispanic, and LEP students than their
neighboring TPSs. Arts charters also have much lower
suspension rates and far higher proficiency rates.

Figure 3 shows that arts charters tend to attract fewer
poor students and more white students than those in
all specialized charters. It also reveals much more uni-
form differences for Hispanic and LEP students than
those in all specialized charters. While 34 percent of arts
charter schools serve substantially fewer poor students
than their neighbors, 14 percent serve substantially more
poor students. In addition, 24 percent of arts charters
serve substantially more white students, while 9 percent
serve substantially fewer.

Figure 3. Distribution of Differences in Student Characteristics in Arts Charter Schools
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Note: For a full definition of “substantial,” “somewhat,” and “similar” differences for each metric, please see the note under Figure 1.
Source: National Center for Education Statistics CCD, 2011-12; EDFacts, 2011-12; and CRDC, 2011-12.
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In comparison, arts charters have much more uni-
form differences for Hispanic and LEP students: nearly
half of arts charters serve fewer of these students than
their neighbors, while few serve more. Suspension rates
and student proficiency have the most pronounced

differences, with three times as many arts charters
having substantially lower than having higher suspen-
sion rates and three times as many having substantially
higher than having lower proficiency rates.
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Table 3. Student Composition in Classical Charter Schools, Their Neighboring TPSs, and All

Specialized Charter Schools’ Neighboring TPSs

Classical Charter Neighboring Neighboring TPSs of All
Schools TPSs Specialized Charter Schools
Student Poverty 31% 49% 59%
Black Students 17% 14% 24%
White Students 59% 48% 35%
Hispanic Students 16% 31% 32%
Special Education Students 10% 14% 15%
LEP Students 5% 14% 15%
Suspension Rates 4% 5% 8%
Student Proficiency 0.55 -0.06 -0.37

Source: National Center for Education Statistics CCD, 2011-12; EDFacts, 2011-12; and CRDC, 2011-12.

Classical Charter Schools
Classical charter schools are located in areas with more
advantaged students. On average, their neighboring TPSs
enroll fewer poor and black students, more white stu-
dents, and more proficient students than all specialized
charter schools (Table 3). On many of these measures,
classical charters differ even further from their neigh-
bors, having far more white and proficient students and
many fewer poor, Hispanic, special education, and LEP
students.

The differences between classical charters and their
neighboring TPSs are more uniform than any other

charter academic model and far more uniform than all
specialized charters (Figure 4). Compared to their neigh-
boring TPSs, roughly one in three classical charters has
substantially fewer poor, Hispanic, and LEP students,
and one in five has substantially fewer special education
students. Few classical charters serve relatively more
of these students. A similar imbalance can be seen for
white and proficient students, but in the opposite direc-
tion. These patterns show not only that classical char-
ters are located in relatively advantaged locales but also
how uniformly they enroll more advantaged students
than their neighbors.

Figure 4. Distribution of Differences in Student Characteristics in Classical Charter Schools
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Note: For a full definition of “substantial,” “somewhat,” and “similar” differences for each metric, please see the note under Figure 1.
Source: National Center for Education Statistics CCD, 2011-12; EDFacts, 2011-12; and Civil Rights Data Collection, 2011-12.
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Table 4. Student Composition in Credit-Recovery Charter Schools, Their Neighboring TPSs, and
All Specialized Charter Schools’ Neighboring TPSs

Credit-Recovery Neighboring Neighboring TPSs of All
Charter Schools TPSs Specialized Charter Schools

Student Poverty 62% 54% 59%

Black Students 31% 23% 24%

White Students 28% 38% 35%

Hispanic Students 36% 32% 32%

Special Education Students 18% 15% 15%

LEP Students 8% 8% 15%

Suspension Rates 17% 12% 8%

Student Proficiency -2.20 -0.45 -0.37

Source: National Center for Education Statistics CCD, 2011-12; EDFacts, 2011-12; and CRDC, 2011-12.

Credit-Recovery Charter Schools

Neighboring TPSs’ characteristics show that credit-
recovery charters are located in areas similar to all spe-
cialized charter schools (Table 4), with small differences
in the number of LEP and proficient students. As might
be expected given their focus on serving students who
need to make up credits, students in credit-recovery
charter schools differ substantially from those in neigh-
boring TPSs. Credit-recovery charters serve more poot,
black, Hispanic, and special education students and
fewer white students. Not surprisingly, they have much
higher suspension rates and lower proficiency rates.

The distribution of differences between credit-
recovery schools shows mixed patterns. Credit-recovery
charters disproportionately serve fewer white students
and more poor, black, and special education students
than their neighbors. Their Hispanic and LEP percent-
ages and suspension rates are far more balanced than
they are for all specialized charters. Credit-recovery
charters’ proficiency rates are almost uniformly sub-
stantially lower than those of their neighbors, as
would be expected given that they purposefully serve
low-performing students.

Figure 5. Distribution of Differences in Student Characteristics in Credit-Recovery Charter Schools
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Note: For a full definition of “substantial,” “somewhat,” and “similar” differences for each metric, please see the note under Figure 1.
Source: National Center for Education Statistics CCD, 2011-12; EDFacts, 2011-12; and CRDC, 2011-12.
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Table 5. Student Composition in International Charter Schools, Their Neighboring TPSs, and All

Specialized Charter Schools’ Neighboring TPSs

International Neighboring Neighboring TPSs of All
Charter Schools TPSs Specialized Charter Schools
Student Poverty 57% 65% 59%
Black Students 15% 22% 24%
White Students 27% 25% 35%
Hispanic Students 45% 42% 32%
Special Education Students 9% 14% 15%
LEP Students 27% 23% 15%
Suspension Rates 4% 6% 8%
Student Proficiency -0.19 -0.43 -0.37

Source: National Center for Education Statistics CCD, 2011-12; EDFacts, 2011-12; and CRDC, 2011-12.

International Charter Schools
Based on the characteristics of their neighbors, interna-
tional charter schools are located in areas with higher
poverty, fewer white students, and more Hispanic and
LEP students compared to all specialized charter schools
(Table 5). International charters have fewer poor, black,
and special education students and more Hispanic, LEP,
and proficient students than their neighboring TPSs.
The distribution of differences between interna-
tional charters and their neighbors shows that, for many
measures, international charters have less uniform

differences than all specialized charters. International
charters have both substantially higher and substantially
lower percentages of poor, Hispanic, and white students
than their neighbors (Figure 6).

Relative to all specialized charters, far more interna-
tional charters serve higher proportions of Hispanic stu-
dents. The differences are much less balanced in terms
of the percentage of special education students, of which
international charters uniformly serve fewer, and to a
lesser extent the percentage of black students, suspen-
sion rates, and proficiency rates.

Figure 6. Distribution of Differences in Student Characteristics in International Charter Schools
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Table 6. Student Composition in No-Excuses Charter Schools, Their Neighboring TPSs, and All

Specialized Charter Schools

No-Excuses Neighboring Neighboring TPSs of All
Charter Schools TPSs Specialized Charter Schools
Student Poverty 76% 67% 59%
Black Students 55% 43% 24%
White Students 7% 17% 35%
Hispanic Students 33% 33% 32%
Special Education Students 12% 15% 15%
LEP Students 11% 16% 15%
Suspension Rates 13% 12% 8%
Student Proficiency -0.17 -1.02 -0.37

Source: National Center for Education Statistics CCD, 2011-12; EDFacts, 2011-12; and CRDC, 2011-12.

No-Excuses Charter Schools

The average characteristics of the TPSs that neighbor
no-excuses charters suggest that no-excuses schools
are located in relatively urban and disadvantaged areas.
Compared to neighbors of all specialized charters, those
of no-excuses charters serve more poor, black, and His-
panic students; have higher suspension rates; serve
fewer white students; and have far lower proficiency
rates (Table 6). However, no-excuses charters stand
apart from their neighbors in these same areas, having
more poor and black students and fewer white, special
education, and LEP students. Proficiency rates show the

most pronounced differences, with no-excuses char-
ters performing far better than not only their neighbors
(-0.17 vs. -1.02) but also the neighbors of all specialized
charters (-0.37).

The distribution of differences between no-excuses
charter schools and their neighbors is more uniform
than for all specialized charters. No-excuses charters fre-
quently have more poor, black, and proficient students
and fewer white students than their neighbors. These
consistent differences indicate that no-excuses schools
appeal strongly to poor and black families. No-excuses
charters have distributions of differences in Hispanic,

Figure 7. Distribution of Differences in Student Characteristics in No-Excuses Charter Schools
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special education, and LEP student populations simi- no-excuses charters have lower suspension rates than
lar to those for all specialized charter schools. Despite their neighbors as have higher rates.

their association with strict discipline, about as many
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Table 7. Student Composition in Progressive Charter Schools, Their Neighboring TPSs, and All

Specialized Charter Schools’ Neighboring TPSs

Progressive Neighboring Neighboring TPSs of All
Charter Schools TPSs Specialized Charter Schools
Student Poverty 44% 58% 59%
Black Students 16% 20% 24%
White Students 53% 41% 35%
Hispanic Students 22% 30% 32%
Special Education Students 13% 14% 15%
LEP Students 7% 15% 15%
Suspension Rates 4% 5% 8%
Student Proficiency 0.10 -0.11 -0.37

Source: National Center for Education Statistics CCD, 2011-12; EDFacts, 2011-12; and CRDC, 2011-12.

Progressive Charter Schools

Based on the characteristics of their neighbors, pro-
gressive charter schools, which make up the largest per-
centage of specialized charter schools of any model,
are located in areas with higher percentages of black
and proficient students and lower percentages of white
students (Table 7). Progressive charter schools differ
markedly from their neighbors in serving fewer poor,
Hispanic, and LEP students and more white and profi-
cient students.

Progressive schools are more uniform in how they dif-
fer from neighboring schools than many other specialized
charter school models. The percentages of progressive
charters that serve fewer poor, Hispanic, and LEP students
are much larger than the percentages that serve more,
while the reverse is true for white and proficient students
(Figure 8). Progressive charters are more balanced regard-
ing special education students. These patterns suggest that
progressive charters generally serve fewer historically dis-
advantaged students than their neighboring TPSs do.

Figure 8. Distribution of Differences in Student Characteristics in Progressive Charter Schools
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Table 8. Student Composition in Single-Sex Charter Schools, Their Neighboring TPSs, and All

Specialized Charter Schools’ Neighboring TPSs

Single-Sex Neighboring Neighboring TPSs of All
Charter Schools TPSs Specialized Charter Schools
Student Poverty 65% 68% 59%
Black Students 56% 42% 24%
White Students 17% 25% 35%
Hispanic Students 24% 27% 32%
Special Education Students 14% 17% 15%
LEP Students 7% 10% 15%
Suspension Rates 13% 11% 8%
Student Proficiency -0.38 -1.01 -0.37

Source: National Center for Education Statistics CCD, 2011-12; EDFacts, 2011-12; and CRDC, 2011-12.

Single-Sex Charter Schools

Single-sex charter schools and their neighbors have
higher proportions of poor and black students and lower
proportions of white, Hispanic, and proficient students
compared to all specialized charter schools (Table 8).
They also have markedly higher suspension rates. Com-
pared to their neighbors, the most prominent differences
for single-sex charter schools are their higher average per-
centage of black students and lower percentage of white
students. Single-sex charters also serve relatively fewer
special education and LEP students, and they also have
substantially higher proficiency rates than their neighbors.

The distribution of differences between single-sex
charter schools and their neighbors shows that black
families clearly prefer single-sex charters (Figure 9).
In contrast, single-sex charters enroll fewer white stu-
dents than their neighboring TPSs do. Compared to all
specialized charters, slightly more single-sex charters
serve fewer special education students, and slightly
more serve more LEP and Hispanic students. Another
notable difference is that more than half of single-sex
charters had substantially higher proficiency rates
than their neighbors, while one in five had significantly
lower rates.

Figure 9. Distribution of Differences in Student Characteristics in Single-Sex Charter Schools
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Table 9. Student Composition in STEM Charter Schools, Their Neighboring TPSs, and All

Specialized Charter Schools’ Neighboring TPSs

STEM Neighboring Neighboring TPSs of All
Charter Schools TPSs Specialized Charter Schools
Student Poverty 57% 60% 59%
Black Students 33% 29% 24%
White Students 30% 31% 35%
Hispanic Students 27% 32% 32%
Special Education 11% 15% 15%
Limited English Proficient 9% 14% 15%
Suspension Rates 7% 10% 8%
Student Proficiency 0.02 -0.48 -0.37

Source: National Center for Education Statistics CCD, 2011-12; EDFacts, 2011-12; and CRDC, 2011-12.

STEM Charter Schools

Based on the characteristics of their neighboring TPSs,
STEM charter schools are located in similar areas to all
specialized charter schools. Compared to all TPSs neigh-
boring specialized charters, STEM charters’ neighbor-
ing TPSs have slightly more black students and slightly
fewer Hispanic and proficient students (Table 9). Com-
pared to their own neighbors, STEM charters have
slightly fewer poor, Hispanic, special education, and LEP
students and slightly more black students. The sharpest
difference is for proficiency, in which STEM charters are

half a standard deviation over their TPS neighbors and
one-third over all TPSs neighboring specialized charters.

STEM charter school students do not differ uni-
formly from their neighbors in terms of poor, black, and
white students served. However, more STEM charters
serve relatively fewer Hispanic, special education, and
LEP students than all specialized charters (Figure 10).
Twice as many STEM charters have substantially lower
suspension rates than their neighbors as have higher
rates, and far more STEM charters have substantially
higher proficiency.

Figure 10. Distribution of Differences in Student Characteristics in STEM Charter Schools
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Table 10. Student Composition in Vocational Charter Schools, Their Neighboring TPSs, and All
Specialized Charter Schools’ Neighboring TPSs

Vocational Neighboring Neighboring TPSs of All
Charter Schools TPSs Specialized Charter Schools
Student Poverty 54% 55% 59%
Black Students 26% 23% 24%
White Students 34% 34% 35%
Hispanic Students 32% 34% 32%
Special Education Students 15% 15% 15%
LEP Students 5% 11% 15%
Suspension Rates 12% 12% 8%
Student Proficiency -0.67 -0.42 -0.37

Source: National Center for Education Statistics CCD, 2011-12; EDFacts, 2011-12; and CRDC, 2011-12.

Vocational Charter Schools

Based on the averages of their neighboring TPSs, voca-
tional charters are located in areas with student compo-
sitions that are similar to those of all specialized charter
schools but with slightly lower proportions of poor and
LEP students (Table 10). Vocational charters are also
similar to their neighboring TPSs, although they enroll
slightly more black students and lower percentages of
LEP and proficient students.

The distribution of differences between vocational
charter schools and their neighbors shows more balance
than most other charter models, with similar percent-
ages serving higher and lower proportions of poor, black,
white, Hispanic, and special education students (Figure
11). However, vocational charters often serve similar or
lower proportions of LEP students, but seldom more.
Two in three vocational charter schools have proficiency
rates that differ substantially from their neighboring
TPSs, with most having lower proficiency.

Figure 11. Distribution of Differences in Student Characteristics in Vocational Charter Schools
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What These Results Tell Us About Charter
School Models

Differentiation between charter schools’ academic mod-
els is integral to the movement’s ability to meet families’
preferences. These data reflect the variety of options in
this sector. Although the method for identifying char-
ters’ academic models is relatively simplistic, the char-
ters in each model show patterns of differences with
their neighboring TPSs, and those patterns differ across
academic models.

If the method for identifying charter models were
ineffective and the categories were not meaningful,
then the differences associated with them would seem
more haphazard, providing more noise than signal. The
signals that show that these categories capture differ-
ent academic models can be seen to varying degrees in
different models’ demographic contexts, in their dif-
ferences from their neighbors, and in the uniformity of
those differences.

Different charter models also seem to be located in
different demographic contexts, based on the makeup of
their neighboring TPSs. For instance, no-excuses char-
ter schools are predominantly found in areas with more
poor, black, and low-performing students. On the other
hand, classical charter schools are predominantly found
in areas with fewer poor students and more white stu-
dents than other models. Only some models have mark-
edly distinct demographic contexts, and there appears
to be no systematic association between the context a
model is located in and the differences in student com-
position from their neighbors.

Beyond their context, charter schools’ effective differ-
entiation is perhaps more clearly reflected in each spe-
cialized model’s differentiation within those contexts, as
different models serve different kinds of students than
their neighboring TPSs. Most academic models also
appear to have a pattern of differences from their neigh-
boring TPSs, which are distinct from the patterns for all
specialized charter schools and for other charter aca-
demic models. No-excuses charter schools enroll more
black and poor students than their neighboring TPSs.
Classical charters enroll disproportionately more white
and nonpoor students, compared not only to all public
schools but also specifically to their neighboring TPSs.
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International charters enroll distinctly more Hispanic
students than the TPSs around them. The list goes on.

Some charter models’ patterns of differences are
more uniform than others. For instance, the patterns
of differences for no-excuses, classical, and progressive
charters are more uniform, while those of STEM char-
ters are more balanced, reflecting the patterns of all spe-
cialized charter schools. The more uniform models likely
reflect strong associations between student characteris-
tics and families’ preferences for specific academic mod-
els. However, it is impossible to say whether models with
less uniform differences are less uniform because of a
weak overlap between the available measures of student
composition and parental preferences or because the
model itself does not effectively differentiate between
schooling options.

Finally, there are some measures on which most
charter models show a similar pattern of differences
as their neighbors. Most charter models have more
schools serving fewer special education and LEP stu-
dents and more proficient students than serving the
opposite. Two points should be made about these
patterns.

First, the patterns for special education and LEP
populations reflect differences that generalize across
charter schools. Charters generally are not attract-
ing these students, not serving them well, or pur-
posefully avoiding them. Which of these explanations
seems more plausible often depends on one’s beliefs
about charters, because plausible explanations have
been offered for such differences,'> but these data do
not provide insight into which explanation is most
determinative.

Second, higher proficiency rates do not necessarily
mean charters are more effective schools. While profi-
ciency rates are generally higher in charter schools than
in their neighboring TPSs, it is impossible to determine
from these data whether this is due to charters’ effec-
tiveness, charters’ lower proportions of historically
low-performing student groups (special education and
LEP student in particular), or unobservable factors
(such as parental engagement) that may increase profi-
ciency rates. Quasi-experimental evidence does suggest
that some charter schools produce significant learning
gains,'® particularly for some kinds of charters operating
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in specific areas, but our data do not provide additional
evidence of that.

What These Results Mean for the Debate
over Charter Schools

The debate over charter schools has grown increasingly
polarized over the past few years. The findings presented
here offer new data to inform the polemic.

The opposition’s central plank focuses on what crit-
ics believe to be unfair student selectivity. Charter laws
generally do not allow overt selectivity; they usually have
no restrictions on who may apply and have admission by
random lottery if there are more applicants than avail-
able seats.

Opponents counter that charters can be selective
within these constraints,'”” and more than a few cases
have been documented.'® Many critics allege that char-
ters “cream-skim”—they attract more advantaged stu-
dents and screen or counsel out disadvantaged students,
who are more expensive to educate. If charters are suc-
cessful cream-skimmers, they enjoy an unfair advantage
over TPSs, which are required to educate all students.

Determining whether the differences between char-
ter and TPS student compositions are due to prefer-
ence matching or cream-skimming is no easy task. To
shed light on the issue, the report Differences on Balance
took a national look at how often, in what direction,
and by how much the student composition of charter
schools differed from their neighboring TPSs. That
report revealed that charter school students often dif-
fered substantially from those in nearby TPSs, but not
in uniform ways.

Although plausible, the cream-skimming argument
does not square well with these national findings, which
show that many charters serve more advantaged stu-
dents than their neighboring TPSs, but about as many
serve historically disadvantaged students. If charter
schools generally operated selectively, one would expect
to see more uniform differences, with most charters
serving more advantaged students than their neighbors.
Therefore, the differences between charter and TPS stu-
dent compositions appear to be designed to meet spe-
cific preferences rather than to cream-skim.
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The question that follows from the nationwide anal-
ysis is whether these balanced differences might be
imbalanced at a more granular level. One possible level
is states, which have varied charter laws and authorizers.
Therefore, some might have charter sectors that serve
more advantaged students, while others serve fewer
advantaged students than their neighbors. A follow-up
report Unlike Their Neighbors: Charter School Student
Composition Across States examined these differences
across states and found that most states’ charter port-
folios were relatively balanced, although a few specific
states were pointedly not."” On the whole, state varia-
tion was not uniform enough to explain why some char-
ters served more disadvantaged students and others less.

Charters” academic models are a better prospect for
explaining the balance in differences at the national level
because they have more uniform differences than do
states. Charter academic models have some pronounced
and uniform differences in their composition relative to
that of their neighbors, which appear to explain some of
the overall variation among charter schools.

As a first step at describing the compositional varia-
tion across models, this paper does not attempt to mea-
sure how much of that variation can be explained by
academic model. Doing so would require a more robust
approach to identifying charter models, differentiating
neighboring schools, and addressing other potential
explanations of compositional variation. However, the
theory behind charters suggests that academic models
might explain such differences, and these results are
consistent with that theory.

The interesting question becomes, assuming that
academic models do explain much of that variation,
what should we conclude about the charter sector?
For many charter supporters, these differences are in
line with a properly functioning charter sector. The
fact that differentiation in academic models exists, and
that it reflects families’ varied preferences, is circum-
stantial evidence that, to some degree, these choices
are improving the match between school offerings and
family preference.

For critics confident in charters’ alleged cream-
skimming, this evidence presents a quandary. The data
on some charter academic models appear to support the
cream-skimming theory, especially for progressive and
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classical charters. However, the data on other models,
such as no-excuses and international charters, fly in the
face of it. Would it then follow that no-excuses char-
ters serve the public good because they serve more dis-
advantaged students, and progressive models are bad,
or regressive, because they do not? Such a conclusion
would only be warranted if the purpose of charters were
explicitly to serve the disadvantaged. While advocates’
rhetoric often alludes to charters’ capacity to help dis-
advantaged students, it is not central to every charter
school’s theory of action, nor to the goals and impulses
behind the movement as a whole.

Our findings cannot demonstrate that charters func-
tion as advertised, but the differences between charter
academic models are consistent with the theory behind
charters. States and charter authorizers retain the
responsibility to cultivate a healthy diversity of charter
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options and promote equitable access to them. We hope
that these findings shed light on the role that charter
academic models play in designing schools that fit fam-
ilies’ varied preferences, and therefore in developing a
robust charter sector for all students.
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Appendix A

Three categories of charter schools are not included in schools but caution that the data are insufficient for
the main body of this paper because they had fewer than making generalizations. Sample sizes are rounded to the
30 schools with complete data that could be matched to nearest 10, per disclosure rules, and all categories had 10
five neighboring schools. We include the data on mili- or more schools.

tary, public policy, and purposefully diverse charter

Table Al. Student Composition in Military Charter Schools, Their Neighboring TPSs, and the
Distribution of Differences Between Them

Military Military Charters’ All Specialized Charters’
Charter Schools Neighboring TPSs Neighboring TPSs
Averages
Student Poverty 51% 56% 59%
Black Students 37% 35% 24%
White Students 35% 34% 35%
Hispanic Students 23% 22% 32%
Special Education 18% 17% 15%
LEP Students 8% 8% 15%
Suspension Rates 14% 17% 8%
Student Proficiency -0.44 -0.43 -0.37
Substantially Somewhat Somewhat  Substantially
Lower Lower Similar Higher Higher
Distribution of Differences
Student Poverty (10) 40 20 0 20 20
Black Students (10) 15 23 38 8 15
White Students (10) 15 15 23 31 15
Hispanic Students (10) 0 38 38 15 8
Special Education (10) 0 20 50 30 0
LEP Students (10) 10 20 60 0 10
Suspension Rate (10) 20 20 30 10 20
Student Proficiency (10) 20 20 10 10 40

Note: As there are fewer than 30 observations, interpret these data with caution. For a full definition of “substantial,” “somewhat,” and

“similar” differences for each metric, please see the note under Figure 1.
Source: National Center for Education Statistics CCD, 2011-12; EDFacts, 2011-12; and CRDC, 2011-12.
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Table A2. Student Composition in Public Policy Charter Schools, Their Neighboring TPSs, and
the Distribution of Differences Between Them

Public Policy Public Policy Charters’ All Specialized Charters’
Charter Schools Neighboring TPSs Neighboring TPSs
Averages
Student Poverty 54% 55% 59%
Black Students 39% 29% 24%
White Students 34% 35% 35%
Hispanic Students 22% 31% 32%
Special Education 14% 17% 15%
Limited English Proficient 6% 15% 15%
Suspension Rates 12% 7% 8%
Student Proficiency -0.07 -0.39 -0.37
Substantially Somewhat Somewhat  Substantially
Lower Lower Similar Higher Higher
Distribution of Differences
Student Poverty (20) 29 10 33 14 14
Black Students (30) 4 16 40 24 16
White Students (30) 12 12 44 20 12
Hispanic Students (30) 16 44 28 8 4
Special Education (20) 26 16 32 21 5
LEP Students (20) 37 16 42 0 5
Suspension Rate (20) 0 1 47 1 32
Student Proficiency (10) 8 15 15 23 38

Note: As there are fewer than 30 observations, interpret these data with caution. For a full definition of “substantial,” “somewhat,” and
“similar” differences for each metric, please see the note under Figure 1.
Source: National Center for Education Statistics CCD, 2011-12; EDFacts, 2011-12; and Civil Rights Data Collection, 2011-12.

23



DIFFERENCES BY DESIGN? NAT MALKUS AND JENN HATFIELD

Table A3. Student Composition in Purposefully Diverse Charter Schools, Their Neighboring
TPSs, and the Distribution of Differences Between Them

Purposefully Diverse Purposefully Diverse All Specialized Charters’
Charter Schools Charters’ Neighboring TPSs Neighboring TPSs

Averages

Student Poverty 59% 69% 59%
Black Students 21% 27% 24%
White Students 33% 25% 35%
Hispanic Students 34% 34% 32%
Special Education 10% 15% 15%
LEP Students 26% 26% 15%
Suspension Rates 4% 7% 8%
Student Proficiency -0.17 -0.53 -0.37

Substantially  Somewhat Somewhat  Substantially
Lower Lower Similar Higher Higher

Distribution of Differences

Student Poverty (10) 44 19 13 6 19
Black Students (20) 15 25 35 20 5
White Students (20) 5 35 10 25 25
Hispanic Students (20) 15 10 45 15 15
Special Education (20) 13 25 63 0 0
LEP Students (20) 44 6 25 0 25
Suspension Rate (20) 13 13 69 0 6
Student Proficiency (20) 21 0 14 21 43

Note: As there are fewer than 30 observations, interpret these data with caution. For a full definition of “substantial,” “somewhat,” and
“similar” differences for each metric, please see the note under Figure 1.
Source: National Center for Education Statistics CCD, 2011-12; EDFacts, 2011-12; and CRDC, 2011-12.
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