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Summary 

Charter schools are an experiment in school autonomy in the United 

States. After 20 years we can say that the experiment has not been a 

marked success. The weight of research evidence from meta-analyses, 

literature reviews, national and regional studies shows that charter 

schools have not delivered better results than other public schools.  

 

1. Charter schools are an experiment in school autonomy  

Charter schools are independent public schools in the United States. They are publicly funded 

but operate free from many of the laws and regulations that govern traditional public schools. 

In exchange for that freedom, they are bound to the terms of a contract or “charter” that lays 

out a school’s mission, academic goals, and accountability procedures.  

 

The degree of autonomy for charter schools varies considerably between states. They are not 

permitted to levy fees but can obtain funding from private sources and many receive funding 

from philanthropic and other non-profit organizations. The large majority of charter schools 

are able to hire and dismiss staff, determine staff working conditions and the school schedule, 

determine their own curriculum and teaching methods, and control their budgets. The most 

common remaining restriction concerns requirements for teacher certification.  

 

There are an estimated 5,600 charter schools in operation, serving approximately two million 

students in over 40 states and Washington DC. They constitute a small part of the US public 

education system, enrolling about three per cent of all students. However, they are a very 

significant component because turning traditional schools into charter schools and opening 

new charter schools is a key feature of US education policy. It is an idea that has been taken 

up in other countries such as Sweden, England and, to a lesser degree, Australia.  

 

The autonomy given to charter schools was seen as a way to provide greater educational 

choice and innovation within the public school system and increase student achievement. 

There is much controversy over their success. Some studies show that they do no better than 

traditional public schools in terms of student achievement. Others show better results and still 

others show worse results. Other studies point to a range of other effects such as increasing 

social segregation of students.  

 

Part of the controversy arises from different research methods used to measure the effects of 

charter schools and the range of factors influencing student results which are taken into 

account. Isolating the impact of charter schools from other factors involves sophisticated 

research methods and highly technical statistical modelling. Different methods have their 

own advantages and disadvantages which may lead to different results which are difficult for 

a lay-person to interpret and understand.  

2. The impact of charter schools on student achievement  

The first place to start in assessing the evidence about charter schools are professional ‘meta-

analyses’ and literature reviews of studies employing sophisticated statistical techniques to 

account for a range of factors which influence student achievement. These reviews exclude 

studies which do not employ rigorous research methodologies, of which there are many.  

 

Despite the fact that charter schools have been operating for over 20 years in some parts of 

the US, there are still surprisingly few rigorous studies that specifically study the impact of 



charter schools at the elementary level. There are also few high school studies. The large 

majority of rigorous studies of the impact of charter schools are at the middle school level. 

This in itself suggests a limitation in the available evidence.  

Meta-analyses  

Meta-analyses attempt to synthesise the results of several studies. The latest meta-analysis 

was published late last year by the US Center for Reinventing Public Education [Betts & 

Tang 2011; see also Betts & Atkinson 2012]. It included 25 studies of charter school 

performance and found “compelling evidence that charters under-perform traditional public 

schools in some locations, grades, and subjects, and out-perform traditional public schools in 

other locations, grades, and subjects” [p.1].  

 

It concluded that there was no difference between charter and regular public schools in 

middle school reading and high school reading and mathematics. There were statistically 

discernible positive impacts of charter schools in elementary school mathematics and reading 

and in middle school mathematics. However, the effect sizes were very small. The largest 

effect found would move a student with median test scores — ranking at the 50th percentile 

— to around the 52nd percentile after one year at the charter school. Other positive effects 

were even smaller. A number of studies combine elementary and middle schools together and 

overall they find no significant effect of attending a charter school on reading or mathematics 

achievement.  

 

The positive results for charter schools largely come from studies involving relatively few 

students. Three out of ten studies of elementary schools found negative results from charter 

schools and two of these studies involved large numbers of students. The number of students 

in these two studies was 1.6 million and 1.7 million, while the average number in the 

remaining studies was only 22,000. Most of the estimates finding positive results in middle 

schools are also from studies of relatively few students. The three studies of high schools 

which found positive results were also the three smallest studies.  

 

The meta-analysis excluded the many studies of individual charter schools belonging to the 

Knowledge is Power Program (KIPP) schools. KIPP schools comprise only a very small 

proportion of charter schools. There are only about 100 KIPP schools in the US, but the 

studies of these schools account for about 75% of all studies of charter middle schools. A 

separate meta-analysis was done on these studies. It found largely positive and large effects 

of these schools in reading and mathematics.  

 

KIPP schools have particular characteristics which may account for their results [Baker & 

Ferris 2011; Miron et. al. 2011]. They operate a much longer school day and school year than 

traditional public schools. Typically the school day lasts from 7:30am until 5:00pm weekdays 

and includes mandatory Saturday school every alternate week. They receive substantial 

additional funding from private sources, especially from large philanthropic organisations. 

KIPP schools also have much lower proportions of students with disabilities and English 

language learners than other public schools.  

 

Charter school results by racial group are unimpressive. The impact of charter schools on 

white students is almost universally negative. The main exception is high school reading 

achievement, for which attending a charter school is associated with a positive and significant 

effect size. The impact on black and Hispanic students is mostly insignificant. The exceptions 

for Hispanic students are a negative effect on reading tests in middle school studies and a 



positive effect for high school mathematics. The results for low income students, special 

education students, and English language learners are positive, but small and statistically 

insignificant.  

 

The meta-analysis arrived at the following conclusion:  
 

The overall tenor of our results is that charter schools are in some cases outperforming traditional 

public schools in terms of students’ reading and math achievement, and in other cases performing 

similarly or worse. [p.55]  

 

An earlier meta-analysis which synthesized the evidence across 47 studies came to the same 

conclusion [Miron et.al. 2008]. Overall, 19 studies had positive findings, 12 studies had 

mixed findings, and 16 had negative findings. The mean impact rating for charter schools was 

indistinguishable from zero. The overall conclusion of this meta-analysis was that charter 

schools perform similarly to traditional public schools [23].  

Literature reviews  

Literature reviews of charter school studies have also concluded that charter schools do not 

perform any better than traditional public schools. A review of major studies of charter 

schools published in the Handbook of Research in Education Finance and Policy concluded:  
 

Research to date provides little evidence that the benefits envisioned in the original conception of 

charter schools – organizational and educational innovation, improved student achievement and 

efficiency – have materialized…Convincing evaluation of student achievement effects are now in from 

five different states. In none of these states have charter schools, on average, had large or 

unequivocally positive effects on student achievement. [Bifulco & Bulkley 2008: 440].  

 

A review published by the Federal Reserve Bank of Chicago found that the weight of the 

evidence does not suggest that charter schools are more effective than traditional public 

schools [Rouse & Barrow 2008]. A recent review concluded that “the vast majority of charter 

schools get no better and no worse test-based results than comparable regular public schools” 

[Di Carlo 2011: 9]. Earlier reviews came to the same conclusion [Carnoy et.al. 2005; Hill 

et.al. 2006].  

National studies  

The other main source of evidence on charter school outcomes is large sophisticated national 

studies.  

 

The largest, most rigorous and comprehensive study of student achievement in charter 

schools in the United States to date found that charter school results were worse than or no 

better than those of traditional public schools [CREDO 2009]. The study analysed the results 

of charter schools in 15 states and the District of Columbia and compared them with those of 

demographically matched students in nearby public schools. It found that the gains in maths 

results for nearly half of all charter schools (46%) were no different from those in comparable 

traditional public schools while over one third (37%) of charter schools had significantly 

worse results. Only 17% of charter schools had significantly higher maths results than 

students in comparable traditional public schools.  

 

The study also analysed the aggregate impact of charter schools on student performance 

using a nationally pooled data set covering 70% of all charter school students. On average, 

the learning growth of charter school students was lower than their traditional public school 

peers, although the absolute differences were quite small. The gains in reading for charter 



school students were only slightly below that of traditional public school students while the 

gains in maths were significantly less for charter school students.  

 

The study concluded:  
 

...this study reveals in unmistakable terms that, in the aggregate, charter students are not faring as well 

as their TPS counterparts. Further, tremendous variation in academic quality among charters is the 

norm, not the exception. The problem of quality is the most pressing issue that charter schools and their 

supporters face. [CREDO 2009: 6]  

 

A large study of middle school charters commissioned by the US Department of Education’s 

Institute for Education Sciences also found no difference in student achievement between 

charter schools and traditional public schools [Gleason et.al. 2010]. It compared the outcomes 

of 2,330 students in 15 states who applied to charter schools and were randomly assigned by 

lotteries to be admitted or not admitted to the schools. On average, the charter schools were 

neither more nor less successful than traditional public schools in improving mathematics or 

reading test scores, attendance, grade promotion, or student conduct within or outside of 

school.  

 

Similar findings were made in another study of charter schools across eight US states by the 

RAND Corporation [Zimmer et.al. 2009; see also Zimmer et.al. 2012]. It found that student 

achievement in charter schools was either lower than or does not differ substantially from 

those of traditional public schools. It further found that competition from charter schools does 

not increase student achievement in nearby traditional public schools.  

 

Earlier sophisticated national studies came to the same conclusion. A study commissioned by 

the US Education Department covering 150 charter schools and 6,764 public non-charter 

schools found that average results in reading and mathematics in charter schools were lower 

than those for traditional public schools [Braun et.al. 2006]. Another study using national test 

results in mathematics found that traditional public schools achieved significantly higher 

results in grade 4 while charter schools achieved slightly higher, but statistically insignificant, 

in grade 8 [Lubienski & Lubienski 2006].  

Regional studies  

While the latest evidence from national studies generally shows that charter schools do not 

achieve any better results than traditional schools, some recent sophisticated studies of charter 

schools in Boston and New York City have found gains by charter schools compared to 

traditional public schools [Abdulkadiroglu et.al. 2009, Hoxby et.al. 2009; CREDO 2010].  

 

However, the gains are over-stated in two of these studies. The Boston study only included high 

achieving charter schools, which comprised only 7 out of 29 charter schools in the city [Jennings 

2009]. The Hoxby New York study contained methodological problems which when corrected 

resulted in much lower gains [Reardon 2009]. The size of the gains by charter schools in the 

CREDO study is relatively small.  

 

Numerous studies have now been done on the impact of charter schools on student 

achievement in many states, cities and school districts across the US. Charter schools in some 

locations have done better than traditional public schools, in others they have done worse and 

in others no better. 

 

 



3. Conclusion  

Thus, the general weight of evidence is that charter schools are no more successful than 

traditional public schools in terms of student achievement. The overview of a recent special 

issue of the journal Economics of Education Review on the charter school experience 

concluded:  
 

... the existing literature is inconclusive about the aggregate effect charter schools have on student 

achievement. Some studies in some locations find charters outperform traditional public schools, some 

find they are no different than the traditional ones, and some find they perform worse. [Toma & 

Zimmer 2012: 209]  

 

As another reviewer has said: “There is no test-based evidence for supporting either form of 

governance solely for its own sake” [Di Carlo 2011: 4]. The charter school experience 

suggests that school autonomy is not a magic bullet for increasing student achievement.  
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