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harter schools offer choice to parents who would otherwise be constrained
to having their children attend a residentially assigned traditional public
school. The number of charter schools has increased steadily in the last
decade, reflecting their popularity with parents and the general public. They vary
substantially in their missions, the students they serve, and their effectiveness.
Research suggests that charter schools are particularly effective in raising the
achievement of low-income and minority students in urban areas. Charter schools
are underfunded in comparison to traditional public schools and have particular
challenges in finding and paying for school facilities. Authorizers of charter
schools decide whether charter schools can enter the market, expand, or close, and
they provide ongoing performance oversight. The school districts with which
charter schools compete for resources and students are the most frequent
authorizers of charter schools. The authorizing function seems very important in
determining the quality of charter schools, but very little is known about the
relationship between variations in authorizing and school quality.
The federal government’s role in charter schools has expanded of late and is
likely to be an important element in the reauthorization of the Elementary and
Secondary Education Act. The current federal role is a haphazard collection of
laws, rules, funding preferences, and rhetoric that lacks coherence at the policy or
action level. In that context, the Brown Center on Education Policy at Brookings
gathered a group of prominent policymakers, practitioners, and researchers to
address what the federal government should do if its policy were to increase the
number of effective charter schools in the nation.

The recommendations for federal action advanced by these experts include: a)
collecting and using more and better data on the performance of charter schools
for purposes of authorizing, research, and informed parental choice; b) requiring
states to provide equitable funding for charter schools relative to traditional public
schools—including support for facilities; c) supporting higher standards for
authorizing; d) revising rules and definitions that unintentionally disadvantage
charter schools; e) promoting the growth as well as quality control of virtual
charter schools; and f) finally and most importantly articulating and following
through on a coherent policy with respect to charter schools.
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Introduction
Charter schools are public schools of choice (rather than residential assignment)
that are operated autonomously, outside the direct control of local school districts.
Since the first charter school was established in 1992, the charter movement has
grown to include over 4,900 charter schools in 39 states educating 1.6 million
children. 1 In some cities, the penetration of charter schools is pronounced. In the
District of Columbia, for example, over a third of public school students are now in
the charter sector. 2 New Orleans has an even higher concentration, with more than
sixty percent of students attending a charter school. 3
The growth has been insufficient to meet the demand for charter schools.
Many charter schools are over-subscribed, and few charter schools close for lack of
adequate school enrollment. When the general public is surveyed, twice as many
respondents say they favor charters as say they are opposed. 4
Charters do not have a single pedagogical identity. The best known chains,
such as the Seed School, Uncommon Schools, and Knowledge is Power Program
(KIPP), create highly structured routines with uniforms, strict rules, and numerous
drills. But charters take many other forms, including single sex schools, schools for
the performing arts, schools for science and technology, bilingual schools, schools
for the disabled, schools for drop-outs, and virtual schools where learning takes
place online.
The type of student entering a charter school is different from the traditional
public school student. Relative to statewide averages, charter schools tend to
attract a disproportionate number of students eligible for free or reduced price
lunch as well as minority students, especially African Americans. Initial test scores
of students at charter schools are usually well below those of the average public
school student in the state in which the charter school is located. 5

The Effectiveness of Charter Schools
The variety of charter schools is consistent with the original mission to provide
new options to families and to promote innovative ways to organize a school and
deliver a curriculum. But that same variety makes it difficult to draw conclusions
about the instructional effectiveness of charter schools as a sector. Research
findings vary widely, depending on the schools studied and the research
methodology employed.
Nearly all large-scale studies that have examined the effectiveness of charter
schools across many states have relied on statistical controls to handle differences
in student background between students attending charter schools vs. regular
public schools. Several of these studies find that students attending charter schools
do no better than students attending regular public schools. 6
Critics of these studies point out that no amount of statistical adjustment for
observed differences, such as correcting for divergence in the proportion of
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minority or low-income students attending regular vs. charter schools or adjusting
for students’ prior achievement scores, can handle unobserved differences between
parents and children attending the two types of school. For example, parents who
enroll their children in charter schools may have different expectations for their
children’s academic success than other parents. Or the students themselves may
be different, e.g., students who transfer out of a regular public school into a charter
school may have had particular problems adjusting to school. These unobserved
differences in students and families may affect academic outcomes independent of
the type of school students are attending.
Most of the research community agrees that the preferred research strategy for
estimating the impact of attending a charter school is a randomized control trial.
In such trials, two groups of students are compared. Both groups contain students
whose families attempted to enroll the child in a charter school where there were
more students applying for a spot than there were seats. For those oversubscribed
schools a lottery is used to determine who is offered admission. By chance alone
some students win admission and others do not. A comparison of academic
outcomes for students who won vs. those who lost the lottery keeps everything
about the two groups of students the same, on average, except the offer of
admission into a charter school. Thus any difference in the academic outcomes for
the two groups of students can only be due to the one thing on which they differ
systematically, gaining admission to a charter school.
There are presently five randomized trials that have addressed the
performance of charter schools. Four found positive charter school impacts on
student achievement 7 whereas one found no overall effect. 8 The four studies
finding positive impacts each involved charter schools serving minority
populations, three in large urban school districts (Chicago, New York City, and
Boston, respectively) and one in a smaller, low income city north of Boston. The
study that found no overall impact examined charters across multiple states and
types of locale. Interestingly, the multi-state study that found no overall impact
nevertheless identified subgroup effects, such that students from poor, minority,
urban backgrounds did better in charter schools in contrast to students from
middle-class, suburban backgrounds, who did worse. Thus all the randomized
trials are consistent in pointing to the success of charter schools in large urban
areas.
One limitation of these randomized trials is external validity (i.e., the ability to
generalize the results to other settings). Because there are few non-urban,
sufficiently oversubscribed charter schools, the randomized trials have taken place
primarily in large, urban areas with a high percentage of minority students. The
results of the randomized trials may not extend to the areas outside of the major
urban areas and more research using other methods is needed on the effectiveness
of charter schools for non-urban areas.
The results also do not necessarily generalize to students whose families have
not tried to gain admission for their children into a charter school. To the extent
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that the success of some charter schools depends on motivated parents who buy
into the school’s approach and make the extra effort that may be required to get
their child to measure up to the school’s demands, such schools might not succeed
with students whose parents do not have that motivation or are unwilling to make
that commitment. To date, this possibility has not been addressed with credible
research.

Knowing that a
school is
organized as a
charter school
does not, in and
of itself, say much
about whether the
school is good,
bad, or mediocre.

A final limitation of these studies is that they focus on student achievement on
reading and mathematics as measured on standardized tests. It is possible to
expand the range of student outcomes, including long-term outcomes. For
example, a study of charter high schools in Chicago and Florida found positive
effects on both high school completion and college attendance. 9
In summary, the overall body of research on the academic effectiveness of
charter schools suggests considerable variability in impact. Thus knowing that a
school is organized as a charter school does not, in and of itself, say much about
whether the school is good, bad, or mediocre. Some charter schools are
unambiguously providing a more effective education for students than is provided
by regular public schools serving similar students. Other charter schools are no
better than the public schools with which they compete, and some are worse.
When the focus is on academic achievement, the variability in the success of
charter schools raises important issues for researchers, policymakers, practitioners,
and parents. For researchers, the challenge is to identify the active ingredients that
differentiate more successful charter schools from less successful ones, with the
awareness that those ingredients may involve interactions between what is being
offered by a school and the characteristics of the students and families being
served. For practitioners, the issue is how to use research findings to increase the
effectiveness of the best charters and to raise the level of performance of lagging
charter and public schools. For parents, the principal issue is how to be an
informed consumer when making a choice of schools. A school’s organizational
status as a charter school or a regular public school conveys far less information
than needed by a parent to make the wisest choice.

Charter School Finance
Charters generally operate on a tighter public budget for current expenditures than
traditional district schools, receiving by one estimate only about 80 percent of the
per pupil amount received by district schools, 10 and by another only about 60
percent. 11 The difference in charter school per pupil spending also varies widely
from state to state.
Charter schools are also disadvantaged relative to traditional district schools
when it comes to facilities. The vast majority of district schools operate in
buildings that are publicly owned and were purchased and amortized many years
ago. This leaves the district responsible only for expenses for operation and
maintenance. In contrast, charter schools typically require new investment in the
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construction or lease of facilities.
Some but not all states allow or require school districts to make unused public
school facilities available to charter schools – in some cases for free but often for
rent. Some but not all states provide support for low-cost loans or bonding
authority for charter school facilities construction. A few states provide a perpupil facilities payment to charter schools that is intended to equalize the
advantage that district schools have through their legacy of existing school
facilities. Some states provide no facilities assistance whatsoever to charter
schools. In such cases, facilities must be built, purchased, or leased by charter
school operators in current dollars, as well as operated and maintained. 12
Issues surrounding facilities are among the most vexing faced by charter school
operators. When the additional costs of facilities for charter schools are added to
lower levels of reimbursement per pupil compared to traditional schools, charter
schools operate at a significant public funding disadvantage.

Authorizing Authority
The authority to establish and operate a charter school varies from locale to locale
and state to state. The most recent survey identifies 819 charter school authorizing
bodies nationwide. 13 School districts authorize more charter schools (55 percent)
than any other type of authorizer. Some observers believe this role for school
districts involves an inherent conflict of interest since charter schools compete for
students and resources with the school district that must authorize them. Other
authorizing bodies include state education agencies and independent chartering
boards (splitting about 30 percent of charter schools). Higher education
institutions, non-profit organizations, and mayors/municipalities are responsible
for authorizing the remaining 15 percent of charter schools. In some states, each of
these authorizing mechanisms is present, whereas in other states authority resides
solely with one entity.
Authorizers have a number of roles, including handling applications for
charter school expansion or startup, contracting with charter school operators,
providing performance oversight, and making decisions on renewal or closure.
Authorizers vary substantially in how they carry out these roles. For example,
some authorizers provide direct assistance to schools in meeting performance
goals whereas others provide only guidelines and warnings. Some authorizers
engage in rigorous application and renewal processes whereas others do not.
Some authorizers provide ongoing oversight and evaluation whereas others are
engaged in evaluation only at the point of a charter school’s application for
renewal.
Most practitioners and policymakers in the field believe that the nature,
independence, and operational procedures of authorizing bodies are a significant
factor in determining the quality of charter schools. Researchers are only
beginning to investigate this relationship. A recent analysis of authorizer types in
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Minnesota found no statistically significant relationship between the type of
authorizer and mean levels of student achievement, although achievement in
charter schools authorized by school districts was about 0.15 standard deviations
lower than achievement in charter schools authorized by the state. 14 This study
used statistical controls for the differences in the types of students served by
different authorizer types, so the same cautions in interpretation apply to it as we
described for the multi-state observational studies of the effect of attending a
charter school vs. a regular public school. Much more research addressing the
casual impact of differences in the types and practices of charter school authorizers
is needed.

The Federal Role
Prior to the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act (ARRA) of 2009, federal
involvement in charter schools was minor, with approximately $200 million
appropriated annually through the Elementary and Secondary Education Act to
make charter school grants to state education agencies and charter management
organizations. During the 2008-2009 school year, federal involvement was
approximately $1.40 per student. 15 Neither the amount of funding nor the
conditions of competition afforded an opportunity at the federal level to have
much impact on charter schools.
ARRA provided the Secretary of Education with a $650 million innovation
fund from which awards were to be made to education entities that had made
significant gains in closing achievement gaps. The purpose of the awards was to
expand the work of the award winners and to identify and document best
practices that could be shared and taken to scale based on demonstrated success.
The KIPP Foundation, a large national charter operator, was one of the big winners
under the innovation fund competition, receiving $50 million to scale-up its
leadership training model.
ARRA also provided the Secretary with roughly $4 billion to carry out a
competition among states (Race to the Top) to support reform and innovation.
Under the rules established for the competition, states had to meet a number of
requirements for their support of charter schools to have a chance of winning an
award. These requirements include lifting caps on the number of charter schools;
establishing authorizing practices that hold charter schools accountable for student
achievement; ensuring equitable per student funding; and providing facilities
assistance.
These actions by the U.S. Department of Education presage the stance towards
charter schools that the administration is likely to take in the reauthorization of the
Elementary and Secondary Education Act. We are clearly at the beginning of a
new era in federal policy towards charter schools.
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Recommendations for Federal Action

Having lottery
results recorded
in a state’s
longitudinal
education data
system would
allow many
important
questions to be
addressed that
are currently
challenging.

In order to inform future actions on charter schools by Congress and the
administration, the Brown Center on Education Policy, operating with the advice
of its Charter School Task Force, convened a day long advisory meeting of leading
charter school researchers, practitioners, and policymakers to address the question
of what the federal government should do or refrain from doing to support the
growth of effective charter schools.
The purpose of the meeting was to develop and harvest a list of ideas and
recommendations that might be useful for federal action. There was no effort or
intent to develop consensus recommendations. Rather, each participant was asked
to put forward one or more recommendations for comment and discussion by all
the participants. The following is a categorized and annotated list of the
recommendations that generated interest among the participants and appeared to
be actionable at the federal level.

Data Collection and Use
One of the main themes of the advisory meeting was the challenge of obtaining
and using charter school data to inform research, policy, practice, and parental
choice. One of the forms of data that is difficult to obtain but would be particularly
important for research, policy, and practice is lottery results at the level of
individual students. To the extent that charters are oversubscribed and have to use
lotteries to determine who is admitted, having those lottery results recorded in a
state’s longitudinal education data system would allow many important questions
to be addressed that are currently challenging. For example, with lottery results
and records of student achievement in hand, charter school authorizers could avail
themselves of a valid estimate of the impact of a charter school when carrying out
their oversight and renewal obligations. Currently authorizers rarely have any
data available on student achievement other than the average performance of
students in a charter school on end-of-the-year state achievement tests. But as we
described previously, charter schools differ among themselves and from
traditional public schools in the population of students they serve. A charter
school serving a suburban middle-class population very likely looks much better
on end-of-the-year state assessments than a charter school serving a population of
urban poor and minority families. But what appears to be better performance may
reflect little more than the advantaged background of the students being served.
The availability of lottery data would allow the effectiveness of each school to be
evaluated relative to the other schools serving the same student population.
The availability and accessibility of lottery data in state longitudinal databases
would also be a boon to research. Consider, for example, the questions about the
effects of authorizers that we raised previously. Examining lottery-based student
achievement outcomes by type of authorizer or type of authorizer practice could
shed considerable light on which forms of authorizing have impacts on student
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achievement. Lottery data can also be useful for studying other differences in
educational experience for the students selected for the charter schools compared
to students not admitted.
Connected with the availability and accessibility of lottery data is the quality of
the lottery itself. Allowing charter schools to design and carry out their own
admission lotteries is a recipe for undermining random assignment, both through
naïveté and self-interest. For example, researchers who have sought lottery data
from charter schools have encountered schools that claimed they held a lottery but
did not. Further, hidden within what seems to be a fair lottery can be a variety of
special admissions decisions, for example the admission of children of staff, or
children who for whatever reason were treated as exceptions by school officials.
Even in the case of fair lotteries, it may have been advantageous for a school to
conduct a more sophisticated lottery than simply drawing names out of a hat. For
example, a lottery might be stratified to assure geographic or demographic balance
when the size of the overall pool of applicants and admissions slots is too small for
the law of averages to create a high likelihood of such balance.
Flowing from these observations are the following recommendations for the
federal government:
•

Fair and independent lotteries. Receipt of federal funds to support charter
schools at the state and local level should be contingent upon charter
schools being subject to lottery rules that require the design and
implementation of lotteries by entities that are qualified to carry out the
task, operate with clearly documented procedures, and are independent
of the charter schools in which the lotteries are being conducted. One
way to achieve this goal would be to require states seeking funding for
charter schools to have established such rules as a precondition for
application for funding.

•

Availability of lottery data. Student participation in lotteries for
admissions to any public school and the results of such lotteries should
be a required student data element in state or district longitudinal data
systems supported with federal funds. Competition for future federal
statewide longitudinal data system grants or use of Title I funding to
support state administrative data systems could be contingent on this
condition.

•

Use of lottery data for oversight. The use of lottery data by authorizers to
carry out their oversight and renewal roles pertaining to the
effectiveness of charter schools in raising student achievement should
be encouraged. This goal could be achieved using the same contingentfunding mechanism described above, or could be pursued through
guidelines and technical assistance in partnership with nongovernmental organizations.
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•

Use of lottery data for research. Since 2005, nearly every state in the nation
and the District of Columbia has received a substantial federal grant
through the Institute of Education Sciences within the U.S. Department
of Education to develop a statewide longitudinal data system. A
statutory requirement of these awards is that the resulting data systems
be used to facilitate research to increase student achievement and close
achievement gaps. Yet many states have made no provision for
researcher access to their longitudinal data systems or have allowed
access only to those with the persistence and skill to strike a deal with a
responsible state official. One of the principal rationales for charter
schools is for them to serve as engines of education innovation. It is
difficult to identify and reap the rewards of innovation without a
serious and sustained research presence. It is time for the federal
government to insist that recipients of statewide longitudinal data
system grants demonstrate that they have met their obligations to
facilitate research.

•

Increasing data detail. All parties interested in identifying and scaling-up
successful charter school practices would benefit from better
information. Currently, most data elements that find their way into
statewide longitudinal data systems are driven by federal reporting
requirements under the Elementary and Secondary Education Act.
Thus these data systems contain information on student test scores,
student race, language, and disability status, student eligibility for freeand reduced-price lunch, and school and district identifiers. Important
information is missing, including such things as curriculum in use,
teacher characteristics, and as we have previously noted, lottery results.
The federal government, working in collaboration with interested states
and national charter school organizations, might generate a template for
additional data elements that states or charter school authorizers could
include in their routine data collections for their statewide longitudinal
databases.

Information to Support Choice
Charter schools are by definition schools of choice. The promise of education
choice includes improving quality and efficiency through competition among
schools, enhancing opportunity for students of low-income families who may
otherwise be trapped in ineffective schools, and spurring innovation. But the
promise of choice in public education is constrained by the quality and timeliness
of information on school performance that is available to parents.
Under current federal law, school districts are required to produce school
report cards, but the information they include is incomplete and sometimes
Charter Schools: A Report on Rethinking the Federal Role in Education
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The federal
government has a
role to play in
providing parents
with timely,
transparent
school data to
support choice.

misleading. For example, the report cards include the percentage of students in a
school who score proficient on state tests, which is strongly correlated with
students’ family background, rather than student gains over the course of the year,
which better reflect the performance of the school itself. Information about teacher
turnover, parental satisfaction, and other important measures of school
performance is not included.
In addition, school districts have demonstrated that they cannot be trusted to
help parents choose schools based on school performance. As evidence, a federal
study found that half of all districts required to offer school choice due to low
performance did not notify parents of their right to choose a new school until after
the school year had already started, and many used language that was too
complicated for parents to understand. Choice cannot work if parents are
blindfolded. 16
The federal government has a role to play in providing parents with timely,
transparent school data to support choice. This is particularly important for
charter schools, which always require parental choice. Specific recommendations
for federal action include:
•

Report measures of school popularity. Federal requirements for school
report cards under the Elementary and Secondary Education Act
should be revised to include information on popularity of schools as
revealed through the number of applications for admission received by
charter schools and other schools of choice.
We recognize that measures of school popularity derived from records
of parental preferences expressed through applications for admission
may sometimes distort the actual popularity of schools. Distortions
arise through choice systems that encourage parents to game the
system, for example by ranking their 3rd choice 1st because it has fewer
applicants and thus offers a greater chance of admission through a
lottery. Further, charter schools that cater to a community of interest
that is sufficient to fill their slots may not want to engage in outreach or
advertising because it would generate demand that they are not able to
meet or interested in meeting. One reflection of this is the increasing
prevalence of seats in all grades at popular charter elementary schools
“selling out” through the lottery for admission to kindergarten. In
other words, there is very low attrition in later grades of children
admitted to kindergarten in these popular charter schools, meaning
there is only a small chance of parents being able to laterally transfer
their child into such schools from lower performing regular public
schools.
The first of these distortions can be eliminated by designing choice
systems such as those in New York City and Boston that are difficult to
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game. The second distortion can be addressed in two ways: Providing
information on the number of applications and probability of admission
by grade rather than simply in aggregate would reveal differences
among schools that are most evident at the first point of entry. Finally,
we believe that making information on popularity available to the
public and thus part of an implicit accountability system would create
incentives for schools that are secret jewels to engage in more outreach
to a wider community, which would enhance functional choice for
parents.
•

Report additional school performance data. School districts should be
encouraged to report more data on school performance to parents than
required under law (or the law should be broadened), with the new
data elements being those that are empirically linked to improved
student outcomes or valued by parents. Such data might include
percentage of inexperienced teachers; truancy rates; availability of
extracurricular activities, enrichment programs, and programs for
children with special needs; and success of students at the next level of
education, such as college enrollment rates for high schools.
Encouragement to collect additional data could come in the form of
developing and disseminating model reporting templates, recognizing
exemplary information systems to support parental choice of schools,
and providing support for research and development on the design of
school choice information systems.

Facilities
One barrier to charter expansion is the availability of physical space. As one
advisory meeting participant highlighted, an enthusiastic educator eager to start a
charter school may not have the funding or the expertise in construction to
identify, rehabilitate, or build new facilities. Recommendations for federal
involvement in facilities include:
•

Incentives for facilities access. Provide incentives to districts to allow
charters to take advantage of surplus district facilities, for example by
giving districts that do so priority preference points in federal
discretionary grant competitions around school improvement and
reform.

•

Federal loans. Provide federal loan guarantees for facilities or providing
direct loans for facilities that take advantage of the low Treasury rates.

•

Single federal facilities program. Combine the existing federal facilities
funding programs into a single coherent and efficient program.
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Funding

Make Title I
funding
contingent on per
pupil expenditures
that are
equivalent across
all schools that
are eligible for
Title I funding,
including charter
schools.

Charter schools are often provided less funding per pupil for operating expenses
than traditional public schools. Further, charter schools are frequently on different
schedules for receiving funding compared to traditional public schools. For
example, while the principal of a traditional public school typically knows well in
advance of a school year what his or her budget will be, the leader of a charter
school may not have a clarity on budget until after final enrollment figures are
obtained, and may need to spend money on supplies, materials, and personnel
before a state allocation of funds is in hand.
Current federal definitions of charter schools and educational programs also
adversely affect charter school funding. For example, the longer school days
adopted by many charter schools preclude these charters from qualifying for
grants for after school programs under the 21st Century Community Learning
Centers program because the definition of “after school” excludes a regular school
day that lasts until late afternoon.
Another financial hurdle preventing the growth of highly effective charter
schools is the financing of charter school authorization. Authorization is important
as the authorizers determine which schools can open and provide oversight and
accountability to ensure that poor performing charter schools are closed. The
authorization process is a complex and expensive process and routinely
underfunded.
Recommendations for federal action to create equitable public funding for
charter schools financial inequities include:
•

Equivalent per pupil expenditures. Make Title I funding contingent on per
pupil expenditures that are equivalent across all schools that are eligible
for Title I funding, including charter schools.

•

Equivalent distribution timetable. Require that Title I funds be available
for use by charter schools on the same timetable and with the same
predictability as they are available for use by regular district schools.

Authorizing
Charter school authorizers decide whether charter schools can enter the market,
expand, or must close; they enter into contracts for charter school services; and
they provide ongoing performance oversight of charter schools. How well they do
their jobs would seem to be a very important determinant of the quality of charter
schools. Yet, very little is known about what works in authorizing, and
authorizers typically are underfunded with respect to their responsibilities.
Although school districts are the most prevalent authorizers, there is an inherent
conflict between actions that support the growth of the charter sector and those
that support traditional public schools. Recommendations for federal action
include:
Charter Schools: A Report on Rethinking the Federal Role in Education
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•

Charter authorizer funding. Set aside a portion of funding for charter
schools to allow a separate competition for awards to charter school
authorizers who propose to develop and implement rigorous oversight
processes, or require states to adequately fund the authorization
process through new requirements in the reauthorization of the
Elementary and Secondary Education Act.

•

Rigorous authorizing process. Make the receipt of federal funding to
support charter schools contingent on the presence of authorizing
processes that are rigorous and have safeguards to prevent the interests
of charter schools from being subverted by the interests of traditional
public schools.

•

Funding research. Provide funding for research on the design and
consequences of authorizing practices.

Unintended Consequences of Federal Definitions
An issue that resonated with the experiences of participants in the advisory
meeting is the unintended consequences of the definition of a charter school in
federal regulations. To qualify as a charter school under federal rules, a school
must admit students on the basis of a single lottery for all applicants if more
students apply for admission than can be accommodated.
One unintended consequence of this rule is a significant disincentive for
charter school operators to expand, for example, by taking over the operation of a
low-performing regular high school. Such a high school would not qualify as a
charter school if the charter school operator wanted to give preference in
admission to students from its existing middle school. It would only qualify as a
charter school if every student applying for admission had the same chance of
admission through a lottery regardless of where those students had attended
middle school. However, the motive for many charter operators to operate a high
school would be to build on the scaffold for student success created in earlier
grades through their charter elementary and middle school. Many would not wish
to take on a high school population that had not benefitted from that earlier
preparation. Thus if a charter operator takes the path it considers educationally
best by giving admission preference to its own middle school students in a high
school for which it assumes responsibility, it loses any opportunity for federal
charter school funding for that high school.
Another unintended consequence of the federal rule requiring a single lottery
for a charter school is that it precludes the use of stratified lotteries that could be
designed to create schools that have student bodies with more geographic or
demographic diversity than would result from a simple lottery.
The recommendations for federal action are:
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•

Lotteries for vertically integrated campuses. Change the federal definition
of a charter school to allow the use of lotteries for vertically integrated
campuses in the same way they are presently allowed for single
campuses – thus just as a second grader admitted to a charter school in
first grade would not be subject to a lottery to continue in third grade in
that school, an eighth grader at a charter operator’s middle school
would not be subject to a lottery to advance to ninth grade at that
charter operator’s high school.

•

Stratified lotteries. Consider changing requirements for lotteries to allow
stratification on variables that promote wider and more equitable access
to schools of choice or that assure greater demographic or geographical
balance between lottery winners and lottery losers than the simple flip
of a coin.

Virtual charter
schools offer the
promise of
increasing the
productivity of the
education system
as well as
providing more
equitable access
to advanced and
high quality
coursework.

Virtual Charter Schools
There are presently over 200 virtual charter schools in operation in the U.S. 17
Virtual charter schools offer the promise of increasing the productivity of the
education system as well as providing more equitable access to advanced and high
quality coursework, but simply having coursework online guarantees neither
lower costs nor higher quality.
Online education at the college level is proving itself competitive with the
classroom experience. According to a survey of colleges and universities, more
than a quarter of all students in post-secondary schools were taking at least one
course online in the fall of 2008. 18 In k-12 education, virtual education is
developing more slowly, but policy makers in nearly every state are intrigued by
its potential. For one thing, the cost per student of virtual education is, in the long
run, almost certainly less than that provided in brick-and-mortar classrooms.
According to one survey of 20 such schools in 14 states, the average per pupil cost
of online learning in 2008 was roughly half that of traditional public schools. 19
Little is known from rigorous research about the quality of virtual charter
schools. Studies in Ohio and California comparing home-based virtual charter
schools to traditional public schools have found significantly lower student
However, the researchers
achievement for the virtual school students. 20
acknowledge that differences in the student population may account for the lower
achievement (e.g., students facing significant academic problems in the traditional
school leaving to try the virtual school). The remaining available research, which
is also observational and does not support causal conclusions, has found similar
student achievement outcomes for virtual charter school students and their brickand-mortar counterparts. 21 Overall, quality is likely to vary substantially by
course, provider, and instructor, just as it does in traditional settings.
The authorizing function is perhaps even more critical for virtual charter
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schools than for brick-and-mortar charter schools. Virtual charter schools have low
financial barriers to entry because they do not require physical classrooms. This
provides a desirable cost advantage but also permits fly-by-night operators to
enter the market. Authorizers of virtual charter schools need to have rigorous
approval and oversight processes in place to assure that new virtual charter
entrants are of acceptable quality and that existing virtual charter operators
produce learning outcomes that are on par with what similar students achieve in
traditional settings.
The potential for particularly strong conflicts of interest exist when local school
districts have authorizing authority over virtual charter schools because traditional
public schools are most likely to be disrupted by the efficiencies and conveniences
provided by virtual charter schools. These self-interests are likely to manifest
themselves through the creation of unreasonable barriers to entry or expansion of
virtual charter schools.
The recommendations for federal involvement with virtual charter schools
include:
•

Funding for research and development. Provide competitive funding for
studies that examine the condition and effectiveness of virtual
education in k-12, and for the development or improvement of virtual
courseware.

•

Shared quality standards. Provide incentives to states to work
collaboratively to establish shared standards for virtual charter schools
and to create funding policies that would allow students to enroll in
recognized virtual charter schools that have out-of-state home offices.

Alignment of Resources with Policy
Although the current and previous administrations have supported charter schools
and charter school growth, there are sometimes conflicts between broad policy and
particular actions. For example, the recent Edujobs legislation, intended to prevent
the layoff of teachers, did not extend funding to charter schools. The
recommendation for federal action is:
•

Alignment. The administration should have a clear policy on charter
schools, and examine each piece of law, regulation, and guidance that
affects charter schools with the aim of aligning them with its policy.
The articulation by the administration of its charter school policy and
alignment efforts, including the identification of legislative roadblocks
to alignment, could undergird the reauthorization of the Elementary
and Secondary Education Act, not only with respect to charters but also
with respect to broader issues of parental choice in public education.
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