







































































Probability of School Test Score Changes, 1989 to 2009 Table

Change (percentile points)

454
10.00
12.22
20.00
23.54
30.00
40.00

2-2
Frequency (percent) Proportion Exceeding
25.0 30 out of 40 schools
43.5 23 out of 40 schools
50.0 20 out of 40 schools
68.5 13 out of 40 schools
75.0 10 out of 40 schools
84.4 6 out of 40 schools
92.2 3 out of 40 schools

Note: Change is an approximated upper limit. For example, 25% of schools changed 4.54 percentile points
or less from 1989 to 2009. That means that 75%, or 30 out of 40 schools, had larger changes.

and bottom quartiles. But not a lot more.
The movement that occurs tends to be to
an adjacent quartile and can be either up
or down, that is, a manifestation of either
improving or deteriorating test scores.
Figure 2-1 displays the relationship of
1989 and 2009 composite scores in a scatter
plot. Clearly, the two scores are related, but
the relationship is not fixed. If the relationship
were a perfect correlation, with 1989 scores
exactly predicting 2009 scores, the dots
would all fall on the 45-degree line. Some
schools do indeed change a great deal, as evi-
denced by their deviation from the line. The
Pearson correlation coefficient for 1989 and
2009 achievement is 0.73. Correlation coef-
ficients are a measure of association between
two variables and range from -1.00 to 1.00.
A correlation coefficient of 1.00 indicates a
perfectly positive correlation and -1.00 a per-
fectly negative one. A value of 0.00 indicates
no statistical relationship. The value of 0.73
indicates a moderately strong relationship.
Table 2-2 provides statistics on the
likelihood of score changes of different mag-
nitudes. The median change from 1989 to
2009 was 12.22 percentile points, meaning
that half of the schools changed about 12

percentile points or less and half changed
more. About 68.5 percent changed no more
than 20 percentile points, 84.4 percent
changed no more than 30 percentile points,
and 92.2 percent changed no more than 40
percentile points.

What was the probability that a school
functioning at the 10th percentile or below
in 1989 improved to the state’s average (50th
percentile) in 2009? Today, officials attempt-
ing to boost the performance of schools on
NCLB5 intervention list face a similar chal-
lenge. Many of these institutions score in the
bottom 10 percent, which corresponds to
about 9,700 schools nationally. How likely
is a gain of 40 percentile points?'® About 7.8
percent, or three of every forty schools, in
our sample evidenced a change that large, a
change being either a gain or a loss. But only
schools falling in the middle of the distribu-
tion can change that much in either direc-
tion. A school at the 10th percentile cannot
decline more than 9 percentile points (the
floor effect again), so a reduced estimate is
in order. In fact, of the 115 schools scoring
at the 10th percentile or below in 1989, only
four of them (or 3.5 percent) scored at the
state average or above in 2009.

Discussion

The data in this study empirically support
an intuition probably held by many observ-
ers of school reform: turning around a fail-
ing school is extremely difficult—but not
impossible. Reformers are by nature hope-
ful, and they will no doubt consider the
long odds presented here as irrelevant to
their own probability of success. They will
reason: no one is doing what our school is
doing, with the talent that we have assem-
bled, working as hard as we are working.
That kind of dedication is admirable, and
nothing in this study should be construed
to diminish it.
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Part II: Do Schools Ever Change? An Empirical Investigation

Nevertheless, there are some hard
lessons here. If all California schools had im-
proved academically from 1989 to 2009, the
study’s findings might be easily dismissed.
Percentiles are a relative measure. A school
that stays at the 10th percentile for twenty
years can be making substantial progress if
the state is gaining academically. Being at the
tail end of the line isn’t so bad if the entire
line is moving forward. Unfortunately, that is
not the case. The state scored 6 points below
the national NAEP average for eighth-
grade math in 1990 and 12 points below the
national average in 2009.

Even if California lagged behind the
rest of the nation, one would think that the
numerous reforms that have been attempted
since 1989 would mix up school rankings
within the state. Californians tried just
about everything: traditional and reform
mathematics; whole language and phonics-
based reading instruction; accountability
systems running from “soft” and “profes-
sional” to “hard” and “punitive”; tests domi-
nated by multiple-choice items and one
notable “state of the art” test (the California
Learning Assessment System) that offered
constructed-response items; professional
development galore; a Rube Goldberg sys-
tem of financing schools featuring equalized
per-pupil spending supplemented by dozens
of categorical programs; state takeovers of
several schools; a vibrant charter school
movement; home-grown philanthropists
and Silicon Valley high-tech companies
pouring money into their favorite schools;
booming advanced placement enrollments
in high schools; detracking in middle
schools; and the largest bilingual program in
the nation that, by a 1998 voters’ initiative,
was sharply curtailed.

That’s a lot of activity that should have
shuffled the deck. But twenty years later, the
deck looks remarkably unshuffled. Factor in
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the natural volatility in school test scores—
the amount they vary from year to year due
to measurement error—and the stability of
the scores in this study is truly amazing.

What about other efforts to turn
around organizations? How successful are
they in shuffling the deck over a twenty-year
period? Professional sports teams make an
interesting comparison group. We identified
the lowest quartile of performers in 1989 in
three professional sports: baseball, basket-
ball, and football. The selection was made
based on win-loss records for the year, with
seven teams from each sport (a total of twen-
ty-one teams) constituting the sample. How
did they do twenty years later? In 2009,
five of these teams performed in the bottom
quartile: a single team in football (the Tampa
Bay Buccaneers), two in basketball (the Los
Angeles Clippers and Sacramento Kings),
and two in baseball (the Pittsburgh Pirates
and Cleveland Indians). Granted, the sample
size is small; however, the actual rate of
Quartile 1 repeaters (23.8 percent) is close
to the 25 percent that one would expect if
the 2009 performance rankings were simply
assigned to teams randomly. Recall that the
rate of repeaters for Quartile 1 schools was
63.4 percent.

Sports franchises and schools differ in
a multitude of ways, of course. The profes-
sional sports leagues aggressively attempt
to break the link between past and future per-
formance, to reshuffle the deck so that losing
teams have an enhanced chance of becoming
winning teams. Teams draft new players in
reverse order of their previous year’s record
so that the worst teams have the best chance
of selecting the superstars of the future. Sal-
ary caps protect small franchises from being
raided by bigger, wealthier organizations.
Teams share revenue from television and
other media. These policies are compensatory.
They help low-achieving teams.

... one would think that
the numerous reforms
that have been attempted
since 1989 would mix

up school rankings

within the state.



Correlation Matrix of 1989 and 2009 Variables Table

2-3
1989 2009 1989 2009
SES SES Achievement Achievement
1989 SES — 0.75 0.79 0.67
2009 SES 0.75 — 0.74 0.77
1989 Achievement 0.79 0.74 — 0.75
2009 Achievement 0.67 0.77 0.75 —

Compensatory interventions exist in
education, too, but they appear to have a
more difficult time boosting low-perform-
ing schools. The most profound way that
schools differ from other organizations is
that schools are inextricably bound to the
communities from which they draw stu-
dents. Since the Coleman Report in 1966,
researchers have documented the correlation
of students’ achievement and socioeco-
nomic status (SES).Y” Table 2-3 displays the
correlation coefficients for the achievement
and SES variables in the current study.

The 1989 measure of school SES correlates
with the 2009 measure at 0.75, the same
as the correlation coefficient for 1989 and
20009 test scores. The relative ranking of
schools by SES is as stable as the ranking
by test scores.

Is the persistence of test scores driven
by the persistence of SES? No, the relation-
ship weakens when changes in both variables
are examined. The correlation of change in
SES and change in achievement is only 0.34,
meaning that less than 12 percent (the correla-
tion squared) of the variance in achievement
change can be explained by change in SES.
We sorted the schools into quartiles of SES
change and discovered that the top 25 percent
of schools, those with the most positive SES
changes, gained about 8.5 percentile points in
achievement from 1989 to 2009. The bottom
quartile of schools, those with the largest de-
clines in SES, lost about 10.5 percentile points.

Changes in the SES of students were related to
changes in school performance, but they were
by no means determinative.

What causes, or at least reinforces,
the persistence of school test scores over the
decades? The response to that question can
only be speculative. Achievement seems to
be part of the institutional DNA of schools,
handed down from decade to decade, the
past influencing the future. Some of it may
be due to how school populations change,
with teachers and administrators—and kids
and their parents—slowly transitioning in
and out of schools. The newcomers learn
about the culture of a school from those
who have been there and are preparing to
leave. If failing schools are ever to be turned
around, much more must be learned about
how schools age as institutions—how they
got to where they are and the factors influ-
encing where they are going. More research
is needed analyzing longitudinal data and
tracking the institutional trajectories of
schools over extended periods of time.

Future research may also be able
to find out how particular policies affect
the fate of schools. This study has docu-
mented not only the persistence of school
test scores, but also the formidable odds
against turning around failing schools.
Hopefully, the next generation of research
will shed light on ways of making that
goal more achievable.
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Il KNOW ABOUT
CONVERSION
CHARTER
SCHOOLS?




OST CHARTER SCHOOLS ARE START-UPS, CREATED ORIGINALLY

as charter schools. Conversion charter schools, in contrast,

were once conventional public schools and then converted
to charter status. Conversions make up only about 10 percent of charter
schools nationally.”” Despite their small numbers, conversions attract a
lot of interest from school reformers as a tool for turning around failing
schools. The idea is this: after several years of failing to improve by conven-
tional means, a school is shut down, the staff relieved or reassigned, and the

school reopened as a charter—with new teachers and administrators.

Converting a failing school to a charter
school is one of the remedies of No Child
Left Behind. The Obama administration
has also embraced charters, most notably
in the Race to the Top program, which
encourages states to lift statutory limits (or
“caps”) on the number of charters allowed to
open. Currently, fewer than 1 percent of the
schools in restructuring under NCLB have
been converted to charters. It is not yet a
popular option, and not much empirical evi-
dence is available on the strategy’s impact."
Studies analyzing the effectiveness
of charter schools have produced mixed
results. Both statistically sophisticated
meta-analyses and narrative reviews of the
research have concluded that although the
quality of charters varies dramatically—there
are excellent and awful charter schools—the

difference between charters and traditional
public schools is probably small.?® Only a
few studies have disaggregated charters by
type and specifically examined conversions.
The following analysis examines
conversions in California. About 16 percent
of charters in California are conversions,
the most of any state. The discussion draws
upon data from two recent Brown Center
studies that compare conversions before and
after they became charter schools. The first
study (coauthored by Tom Loveless, Andrew
P Kelly, and Alice M. Henriques) examines
reading and math scores, along with data on
other school characteristics, from two eras:
1986 to 1989 and 2001 to 2004.%' The sec-
ond study, conducted by Brown Center staff,
serves as a follow-up, comparing test scores
from 1986 and 2008.
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Part I1I: What Do We Know about Conversion Charter Schools?

Two cohorts of schools are analyzed.
To be included in the first cohort, called the
2004 cohort, a school had to have third-
grade test scores available in reading and
math for 1986 and 2004, operate in 1986
as a traditional public school, and operate
in 2004 as a charter school. The second
cohort, called the 2008 cohort, had the same
requirements except that 2008 served as the
most recent year of data collection. Conver-
sion charters are a fluid group, with schools
opening and closing, reconverting to public
schools, new schools converting, schools
adding grades, and so on. Only about half
of the schools in the 2004 cohort are also
members of the 2008 cohort. The studies
should be regarded as exploratory, not as an
evaluation of conversion charters’ effective-
ness. The analysis of achievement focuses on
school test scores (as opposed to student-
level scores) and cannot control for selection
effects that would affect the scores—selec-
tion of students into schools, schools into
conversion status, and teachers and adminis-
trators into one type of school or the other.

These forms of selection are non-random
and well-known in the research literature.**
For example, families who choose to send their
children to charter schools may do so because
the children are struggling academically in
school. That biases charter school test scores
downward. Parents who go to the trouble of
transferring children to charters, however, may
be highly motivated toward education, biasing
scores upward. Schools that elect to convert
to charter status may have unusually talented
teachers who are willing to innovate, also
biasing test scores upward. But converting a
failing school to a charter is also a turnaround
strategy, biasing scores downward.

Moreover, readers should keep in
mind that although conversions provide the
closest possible match to schools that may
be chartered through reconstitution in future
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years, they differ in one critical respect.
Almost all of today’s conversions became
charters through their own initiative. They
kept most of their original staff. Schools
compelled to convert and to completely
change personnel may perform differently.

Achievement
Previous studies of academic achievement
in California’s conversions have reported
positive findings, albeit modest in size and
qualified by sampling constraints. A RAND
study found that elementary grade conver-
sions outperform both start-ups and tradi-
tional schools in math and produce similar
results in reading.” The analysis did not in-
clude cyber charters, focusing exclusively on
brick-and-mortar schools. At the secondary
level, start-ups outperformed both conver-
sions and traditional public schools. A study
in the 2003 Brown Center Report analyzed
three years of achievement data. The study
found that both conversions and start-ups
produced lower test scores than traditional
public schools, but all three groups of schools
produced similar gains. Once demographic
controls were introduced, conversions out-
performed start-ups in producing gains.
Table 3-1 presents achievement
data from the current analysis. Percentile
scores reflect a school’s ranking relative to
the state as a whole, with the California
average pegged at the 50th percentile (see

Achievement in Conversion Charters: Two Cohorts

Table
3-1
2004 Cohort (N = 49) 2008 Cohort (N = 60)
SUBJECT 1986 2004 CHANGE 1986 2008 CHANGE
Reading 41.2 43.4 +2.2 53.6 53.9 +0.3
Math 40.8 43.6 +2.8 55.7 54.4 -1.3
SES 41.7 45.2 +3.5 47.4 59.0 +11.6




What else do we know
about conversions?

They differ from start-up
charter schools in several

respects.

Part I of this Brown Center Report for an
explanation of percentiles). Functioning as
traditional public schools in 1986, the 2004
cohort scored a little below the state aver-
age—41.2 in reading and 40.8 in math. As
charter schools in 2004, the schools scored
2.2 points higher in reading and 2.8 points
higher in math. The 2008 cohort scored a
little above average in both 1986 and 2004.
The reading score of 53.6 in 1986 inched
ahead to 53.9 in 2008. The math score fell
just over a point, from 55.7 to 54.4.

The biggest surprise is in socioeco-
nomic status (SES). The state computes
a school’s SES index based on a survey of
parents’ education.?* The index was scaled
differently in 1986 from more recent years,
but using percentiles in the analysis miti-
gates the discrepancy. We calculated percen-
tile ranks for all of the state’s schools on this
statistic and then computed the average for
the two cohorts of conversion charters. This
indicator is probably more reliable than the
percentage of students qualifying for free
and reduced lunch, the conventional proxy
for SES, because charter schools often do
not participate in that federal program.

The SES index for the 2004 cohort
behaves like its test scores, rising from 41.7
in 1986 to 45.2 in 2004. Students in conver-
sion schools were more likely to come from
disadvantaged backgrounds than the typical
California student, and this was true both be-
fore and after the schools converted to charter
schools. But the 2008 cohort looks different;
SES rose more than 11 percentile points, from
47.41n 1986 to 59.0 in 2008. The conver-
sion students of 2008 came from significantly
more advantaged households than students
attending the same schools in 1986.

Why are the two cohorts different?
Several conversions left the ranks of charter
schools from 2004 to 2008 and returned to
their local school districts. Many of these

schools, in particular, eleven Los Angeles
schools in what was known as “the Cren-
shaw Dorsey cluster,” were located in poor
communities. Schools that joined the ranks
of conversions during this time were from
average to above-average SES communities.
As a result, the state’s conversion schools
are now attended by students whose SES is
slightly above average.

How Conversions and

Start-Up Charters Compare
What else do we know about conversions?
They differ from start-up charter schools in
several respects. In 1992, after California
followed Minnesota to become the second
state with a charter school law, a large num-
ber of traditional public schools considered
converting to charter status. Despite the
hurdles, in the first few years about half of
California’s charters were conversions.?” Un-
der state law, a public school may apply to
its district for conversion only if a majority
of its full-time, tenured teachers sign the ap-
plication. The conversion must win the ap-
proval of the district school board; rejections
can be appealed to the state. Staff members
maintain collective bargaining rights after
conversion. Also, the schools must give
enrollment priority to students residing
within the old geographical attendance ar-
eas. Conversions usually continue operating
at the same facility with most of the same
faculty and students.*® In contrast, start-ups
do not have attendance boundaries, operate
in all kinds of facilities, and hire mostly less
experienced, nonunion teachers.

Table 3-2 highlights some of the key
differences between start-ups and conver-
sions. State averages are also provided. Note
that the statistics are based on the 2004
cohort. A confession: Statistics on school
demographic and staffing characteristics
usually change so slowly that there was
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Part I1I: What Do We Know about Conversion Charter Schools?

no apparent need to update them for this
report. So we did not collect fresh data on
the 2008 cohort. That was a mistake. In-
deed, considering the changes noted above
in the population of conversion charters,
these statistics undoubtedly have changed.
Nevertheless, they are worth reporting—
both to inventory what is currently known
about conversions and to pinpoint areas in
which future research is needed. Most of the
differences that existed are so large that they
probably still hold. It’s the size of the differ-
ences that may now be different.
Conversions in the 2004 cohort
looked more like traditional public schools
than start-up charters. Compared with
start-ups, they served a larger percentage
of Hispanic and black students and fewer
white students. Conversions tended to be
located in urban areas (61.2 percent), while
start-ups were divided equally between the
suburbs and urban areas. Conversions were
much larger (641 students compared with
245 for start-ups) and had more students
per grade level (a way to control for schools
having different numbers of grades). One
characteristic on which conversions were
closer to start-ups than the state average was
student-teacher ratio. The state average for
third grade was 19.2 students; it was 18.8
for start-ups and 18.1 for conversions.
When it comes to teacher character-
istics, conversions also looked more like
traditional public schools compared with
start-ups (see Table 3-3). They had more
teachers certified in elementary education
(91.4 percent versus 81.2 percent) and
bilingual education (27.6 percent versus 6.7
percent). Favoring bilingual certification mir-
rors the conversion schools’ larger Hispanic
clientele. Teachers at conversion schools also
had more years of teaching experience (10.8)
than those at start-ups (7.9), but less than the
average teacher in the state (12.7). Not shown

30 The Brown Center Report on American Education

School Characteristics
(2004 Cohort)

Table

3-2

3rd grade

‘ State Average (N=5153) | Start-Ups (N=57)

Conversions (N = 49)

STUDENT DEMOGRAPHICS

White 35.7% 54.1% 30.2%
Hispanic 43.1% 22.8% 44.4%
Black 8.0% 13.6% 20.5%
Asian 11.0% 4.0% 4.1%
Other 2.2% 5.5% 0.8%
COMMUNITY

Urban 43.2% 40.4% 61.2%
Suburban 46.7% 40.3% 28.6%
Rural 10.1% 19.3% 10.2%
ENROLLMENT

Median enrollment 572 245 641
Median students per

grade (calculated) 86.9 28.9 98.3
Student/teacher ratio 19.2 18.8 18.1

in the table is that teachers in the 2004 cohort
averaged 14.5 years of experience in 1989
(the state average was 14.0). Conversions
hired less experienced teachers after attain-
ing charter status. All of this must be put in
perspective. Although both conversions and
start-ups have less experienced teachers than
the average California school, they still have
very experienced teaching staffs.

Summary and Conclusion
Converting failing schools to charters has
been proposed as an effective way to reform
schools. But we do not know much about
the success or failure of conversions, despite
their existence for more than 15 years. This
study examined data on California conver-
sions, the state with the most, and many of
the oldest, conversions. The schools’ reading
and math scores have not changed a lot
from 1986, when they operated as tradi-
tional public schools, to more recent years
when they operated as charters. That is no
reflection on the schools” quality. Charters
are difficult to evaluate and require more
complicated analyses than the current study




Teacher Characteristics

(2004 Cohort)

3rd grade

State Average (N=5152)

Certified in elementary
education

Certified in bilingual
education

Number of years
teaching

Education—master’s
White

Hispanic

Black

Asian

Female

Male

92.8%

13.8%

12.7

27.6%
72.0%
16.3%

4.5%

5.0%
85.6%
14.4%

Table
Start-Ups (N=57) Conversions (N = 49)
81.2% 91.4%
6.7% 27.6%
7.9 10.8
26.4% 24.8%
84.0% 61.1%
8.0% 17.0%
4.2% 15.4%
1.4% 4.6%
82.3% 84.7%
17.7% 15.3%

allows. But it is fair to say that the two
cohorts of conversions in the current study
evidence no significant institutional change
in achievement over two decades (echo-

ing the finding in Part II of little change in
California’s traditional public schools during
the same time period).

What kinds of studies are needed? As
noted above, the most daunting methodologi-
cal challenge in charter school research is
controlling for selection bias stemming from
unobserved variables. Most students are not
randomly assigned to schools, and schools
are not assigned to charter or traditional pub-
lic school status. Recent studies that have em-
ployed randomized designs have been gener-
ally favorable toward charters. They exploit
the fact that charters hold lotteries for open
seats, creating randomly selected experimen-
tal (the lottery winners) and control groups of
students (the latter being lottery losers who
return to traditional public schools).?” These
studies have their own limitations, but they
represent a significant step forward in evalu-
ating charter schools.?® Randomized studies
of conversions are needed.

We do know a few things about con-
versions. Compared with start-up charters,
they are two to three times as large, more
likely to be located in urban communities,

and they serve a larger proportion of black
and Hispanic youngsters. Conversions
feature more experienced teachers who are
more likely to hold formal teaching creden-
tials, especially in bilingual education. In
these respects, conversions look more like
traditional public schools than start-ups.
Note that the composition of the teaching
staff is one element that differentiates com-
pelled conversions from traditional public
schools that convert willingly.

Very careful research is also needed on
why many conversions revert to traditional
public schools. As noted above, in California
about half of the early charters in the 1990s
were conversions. Now the figure is only 16
percent. Some of the largest charter man-
agement organizations have been reluctant
to take on failing schools as turnaround
projects.?” They prefer starting schools from
scratch rather than inheriting struggling
schools, even those starting over after recon-
stitution. Conversions must negotiate with
their former districts over the use of district
facilities, provision of services, and union
rules. Moreover, flexibility in lengthening
the school day or year—an innovation many
successful charters have embraced—can
be constrained by the collective bargaining
agreements that conversions must follow.

Converting failing schools to charter
schools has generated tremendous interest in
recent years. That interest rests on the hope
of reformers that chartering offers a way to
radically change the operations of a school,
to redirect its institutional energies toward
success rather than failure. Based on what is
currently known about conversion schools,
that is only a hope, not an intervention
documented as having a high probability of
success. More must be learned about con-
version charters if they are to realize their
promise as a tool of school reform.
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