
Charter Trends in High-Need Districts brings together in-
formation, research and fi eld experience from the California 
Charter Schools Association (the Association) about the 
California charter public schools movement. This annual 
publication will become the guide to the state of the move-
ment, and a means for sharing best practices with a national 
constituency of charter schools, administrators, developers and 
associations, as well as the broader educational community. 

Volume I presents Growth and Quality Trends for the state 
and for fi ve specifi c high-need urban districts including 
Los Angeles Unifi ed, San Diego Unifi ed, Oakland Unifi ed, 
Fresno Unifi ed and San Bernardino City Unifi ed. It also 
describes new innovative programs to promote growth and to 
support and measure quality in the fi ve districts. These pro-
grams, along with this publication, are provided with support 
from a grant from the U.S. Department of Education. Each 
year, Charter Trends will continue to promote understanding 
of how a successful quality charter school and movement are 
launched and sustained.

The California Charter Schools Association 
presents this inaugural issue of Charter Trends 
in High-Need Districts!

CHARTER TRENDS Volume I
December 2007
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In 1992, California became the second 
state in the nation to pass charter 
school legislation. Today, California 
lays claim to the largest charter 
movement in the United States. Over 
the past ten years, the number of 
charter public schools rose annually 
by an average of 50. The 687 charter 
schools operating in 2007 represent 
a two thousand percent growth from 
31 in 1993.

This growth occurred as increasing 
numbers of individuals and com-
munity groups identified the need 
and opportunity to open schools in 

areas where families lacked qual-
ity educational choices. California 
charter growth further increased 
with the creation of the Association 
in 2003. The California Charter 
Schools Association formed to help 
support and expand the movement, 
adding an average growth of ten to 
eleven schools annually because of 
its existence and efforts. The use of 
research and data is central to the 
Association’s approach to under-
standing where the movement has 
been, where it is going and where it 
needs to go to ensure students have 
access to quality education.

As a part of its charge to assess 
the state of the movement, the 
Association annually examines 
charter growth and academic perfor-
mance overall and for several high-
need urban districts. Those districts 
have included Los Angeles, San 
Diego, Oakland, San Francisco and 
Sacramento. With support from the 
U.S. Department of Education, the 
Association started new programs in 
2007 to promote growth and qual-
ity in three of those districts, Los 
Angeles, San Diego and Oakland, and 
in two additional areas, Fresno and 
San Bernardino City.

Movement has grown 
rapidly, yet there are still 

high-need areas
charter growth in high-need districts, 2003-2007

growth trends



minority student enrollment 
2006 charter schools compared to 2007 charter 
schools and 2007 non-charter schools

Vast majority of charters 
are new schools vs. 
re-structured schools

Learn more about the growth of the movement according to key char-
ter characteristics (such as Charter Management Organization (CMO), 
classroom-based, independent vs. dependent charters) and enrollment 
of other traditionally underserved sub-groups of students (such as 
students who are English learners, students with disabilities or low-in-
come students) in next year’s issue!

California’s charter growth has over-
whelmingly occurred through the 
opening of brand new charter schools, 
referred to as “start-ups,” as opposed 
to transforming an existing tradi-
tional public school into a charter, 
referred to as “conversions”. Among 
all existing schools in 2006, 83% (511) 
of California charters were start-ups 
while 17% (104) were conversion 
schools. Charters in the five high-need 
districts follow the same pattern, with 
start-ups being the majority. 

The importance of meeting the needs of 
traditionally under-served subgroups of 
students is emphasized in the No Child 
Left Behind legislation of 2002. Pressure 
exists on all schools to improve the 
achievement of key sub-groups, such as 
Latino and African-American students. 
Similar to the state’s general student 

population, charter schools serve a 
majority of Latino students (40%). 
This percentage is not yet as high as 
that for non-charters (48%). However, 
charter enrollment of Latino stu-
dents grew between 2006 and 2007. 
Charters also serve African-American 
students, and do so in higher propor-
tions than non-charters (12% charter 
enrollment versus 7% non-charter). 

The five high-need districts follow 
this statewide trend—the majority of 
students are Latino. Unlike the overall 
trend, charters in three of the five 
districts enroll a higher percentage 
of Latino students than non-charters, 
including San Diego, Oakland and 
Fresno. Also, four of the five districts 
follow the overall trend of higher 
African-American enrollment in char-
ters than in non-charters. 

All five high-need districts experi-
enced charter growth, though at vary-
ing paces. The same pattern of rapid 
growth found statewide occurs only 
for Los Angeles. In the past five years, 
Los Angeles charters have risen by an 
average of 20 per year. In San Diego 
and Oakland, the number of charters 
typically increases by an average of a 
few each year and both districts ex-
perienced a spike in 2005. Since then, 
Oakland’s steady growth continues, 
while San Diego’s has been minimal.

In Fresno and San Bernardino, charter 
development looks very different. 
This is due both to the much smaller 
sizes of the districts and to the much 
later start of the charter movement in 
these areas. Los Angeles, San Diego 
and Oakland all opened their first 
charter schools in 1993 or earlier, while 
Fresno and San Bernardino opened 
their first charters in 1998 and 2001 re-
spectively. In addition, the Association 
only recently added a regional pres-
ence in both of these areas, while the 
other three districts have maintained 
Association offices for a few years. 
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Charters serve more 
African-American 
students than non-charters



For all public schools, the key mea-
sure of quality under NCLB is stu-
dent academic performance, gauged 
through annual measurable objec-
tives set by the State and whether 
or not schools are making adequate 
yearly progress (AYP) by meeting 
those objectives. Under the state’s 
accountability system, California’s 
Department of Education uses the 
Academic Performance Index (API) as 
its measure of school performance. 
Every school receives an API Score be-
tween 200 and 1000, and is expected 
to reach a minimum score of 800 or 
show progress toward that from one 
year to the next. This expectation is 
referred to as the API School-wide 
Growth Target. Schools also have an 

API Comparable Improvement Growth 
Target that indicates if they met 
growth targets for all the significant 
sub-groups of students at their school. 
Together, achieving these state goals 
constitutes one of the components 
of meeting federal adequate yearly 
progress (AYP), which CA charters did 
23.75% better than traditional schools 
across grade levels and the state. In 
this first issue of Charter Trends we use 
the API metric for comparison purpos-
es. In future issues, we will be analyz-
ing AYP comparisons in greater detail. 

California’s schools are in crisis — less 
than half of the state’s schools met 
their combined 2007 API School-
wide and Comparable Improvement 

Growth Target. While the percentage 
is low for both charters and non-char-
ters, 50% of the state’s charters met 
their combined targets compared to 
45% of non-charters. This pattern, in 
which more charters meet their com-
bined targets than non-charters, also 
occurs for all three school levels (ele-
mentary, middle and high). Of the five 
high-need districts, charters are more 
likely to meet their academic goals 
than non-charters in Los Angeles, 
Oakland and Fresno. This trend does 
not occur in San Diego. (There are 
not sufficient charter schools with 
test data in San Bernardino to review 
academic performance this year.) 

percentage charters met 2007 api school-wide 
growth and comparable improvement target

quality trends
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More charters reach academic benchmarks 
than non-charters



Another way to look at performance 
is to look at schools’ actual API score. 
The chart below compares both ma-
ture charters (i.e., started in 2001 or 
prior and thus beyond initial develop-
ment) and young charters (opened 
in 2002 or after) to non-charters. At 
the middle school level, both mature 
and young charters achieve a higher 
median API than do non-charters. Of 
all the groups, only mature charter 

middle schools reach the desired 
minimum of 800. At the elementary 
level, mature charters also outperform 
non-charters, though young charters 
do not. High school charters perform 
lower than non-charters.

Results also show that charters 
serving significant sub-groups of 
Latino or African-American students 
have higher median API scores than 

non-charters. For African-American 
students, charters have higher scores 
than non-charters at all school levels, 
particularly at middle school. For 
Latino students, charters outperform 
non-charters at the middle and high 
school levels, though the differ-
ences are not as large as for African-
American students.
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In its first four years, the Association 
developed as rapidly as the charter 
movement itself. Charter administra-
tors clearly recognize the value of the 
Association’s support and services, 
as more than 70% of charter schools 
are members. One of the keys to 
this young organization’s success 
is its commitment to evaluation, 
regularly collecting data and using it 
to inform next steps. This past year 
the Association reflected on and 
responded to three key data points: 
1) The number of failing schools in 

some districts outpaced the growth 
of charters as education alternatives; 
2) While the charter movement was 
reaching African-American students in 
higher proportions than non-charter 
schools, it was not yet reaching Latino 
students in similar proportions to 
non-charters; and 3) Very few charters 
have been converted from a failing 
traditional school under NCLB.

In response to these findings, the 
Association created the Charter 
Opportunity Zone and Charter 

Opportunity Index, which uses map-
ping software to identify and target 
areas in need of support for charter 
school development. These tools are 
central to the Association’s targeted 
growth initiatives within the five dis-
tricts. The sample map on the next page 
shows the Charter Opportunity Zone 
created for Los Angeles high schools. 

This process starts with mapping 
schools in Program Improvement 
Years Three to Five, as the first indica-
tor of need. Next, the failing school’s 

innovative approaches: new ways of promoting growth



immediate community is identifi ed 
by drawing a 3-mile radius around 
it. All of the charters within that 
area are then mapped, as the second 
indicator of need. A combination of a 
failing school and one or no charters 
(blue zones) indicate potential target 
areas for the Association’s School 
Development team.

Based on the Zone map, the School 
Development team identifi es the blue 
zone areas for which they want to cre-
ate a Charter Opportunity Index. The 

Index calculates a specifi c “supply” 
and “demand” score for the three-mile 
community around a failing school. 
The supply score combines six key 
variables for the failing school that in-
dicate academic quality and achieve-
ment (e.g., Program Improvement 
status, student-teacher ratio, etc.) and 
one variable for the number of char-
ters in the area. When the school’s 
factors indicate it does not meet even 
the average state level and charters 
are few, the “supply” of high-quality 
academic options for children is low. 

The “demand” score includes four key 
community demographic variables: 
underrepresented minority and for-
eign-born residents, poverty, and high 
school graduation rate. If the commu-
nity factors do not meet the minimum 
of the state’s averages, the “demand” 
for high-quality charters is high. The 
two scores are combined into one 
Index score, and if it is high, the area 
is green-lit as a candidate for growth.

program improvement zones

Look for next year’s Charter Trends to see more on how this tool 
promoted targeted growth in areas such as Fresno and San Bernardino

upcoming research 
Impact of Index on growth in 
high-need districts and with 
underserved populations
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The Association strives not only 
to help the charter movement in 
California expand in size but to specif-
ically support the expansion of high-
quality charters. In the beginning, the 
Association focused resources primar-
ily on growth and provided a small set 
of key quality support services such as 
petition review and Charter 101 train-
ings. Since then, three points from the 
collected data and field experience 
became clear: 1) Growth was rapid 
throughout the state; 2) Because of 
such rapid growth, there were more 
young charters than mature; and  3) 
The charter start-up process is very 
complex, making it difficult for an 
individual or small group to succeed 
without expert advice and support.

In response, the Association formed 
a new initiative, Charter Launch. 
Charter Launch is a comprehensive, 
three-year support program that helps 
young charters reach their goals ear-
lier in their growth process. Started in 
January 2007, Charter Launch packag-
es and enhances the Association’s ex-
isting support services. The program 
is open to independent individuals or 

groups who are attempting to open 
a charter in one of the five high-need 
districts. They receive a minimum of 
120 hours of instruction and one-on-
one support from their initial planning 
phase through opening. After that, 
all participants receive three years 
of leadership and operations support 
under the California Charter Quality 
Institute, and training and support for 
renewal and full certification under 
the Certified Schools Program. 

During 2007, three developers 
participated in Charter Launch, one 
from San Diego and two from Los 
Angeles, and opened their schools in 
fall 2007. Another 24 schools enrolled 
in Charter Launch this year and are 
expected to open new charters in fall 
2008. Next year, the local developers 
and their teaching staff will complete 
school leadership and climate surveys 
to provide insights on what it takes 
to open a new charter. As the School 
Development team targets growth 
areas, school developers restructur-
ing failing traditional schools are also 
likely to participate.

innovative approaches: new ways of supporting quality

upcoming research 
Impact of Charter Launch on 
quality in high-need district 
young charters

“I chose Charter Launch because of its completeness in 
staff development for all aspects of the process (petition 
approval, charter-specific governance, budget, etc. in 
LA’s unique environment), its advocacy support and its 
assistance in funding and facilities.”
—Charter School Developer

Look for next year’s Charter Trends to hear about challenges and best 
practices unique to launching a charter!



Throughout the next few years, 
Charter Trends will explore more ways 
of measuring and understanding qual-
ity. The goal is to open up the “black 
box” to better understand how target-
ed growth, quality support, and district 

and community factors interact and 
then correlate with positive academic 
outcomes. This issue provides some of 
the foundational information needed 
to understand what the California 
charter movement currently looks 

like and how new Association efforts 
address lessons learned from the data. 
Subsequent issues will include more 
data on black box factors as they relate 
to charter quality (see below). 

innovative approaches: new ways of measuring quality

In addition to delving further into 
the black box, new ways of assess-
ing a successful charter will be added 
to the existing methods. Currently, 
performance for charter schools is 
compared to all non-charter schools 
in the state. This overall comparison 
illuminates the big picture of educa-
tion in the state and how charters 
look within that. However, it also 
masks important insights that a more 
refined assessment reveals. Toward 

that end, the Association has added 
another type of comparison analy-
sis in which each charter school in 
Charter Launch will be matched with 
three similar non-charter schools. 
Like the Charter Opportunity Index, 
this analytic approach uses GIS map-
ping. The comparison schools will be 
matched to the charter based on a 
combination of geographic proxim-
ity, racial composition, and a measure 
of income. Academic performance of 

the charters will be compared to the 
matched set of non-charter schools 
using regression analysis. This allows 
the Association to continue showing 
the big picture comparison and also 
enhance it with a more statistically 
rigorous analysis. Together, the two 
approaches should yield a deeper 
understanding of how charter schools 
compare to non-charters and what key 
characteristics count most in ensuring 
all students succeed.

Data Sources: California Charter Schools Association member database and California Department of Education data (analysis by California Charter Schools Association)

Data Notes: Data for Fresno includes both West Fresno Elementary School District and Fresno Unified 
 Alternative and special education schools and schools with missing data are excluded 
 Status as elementary, middle or high is by CDE guidelines: cde.ca.gov/ta/ac/ap/documents/schltypedef05b.pdf

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS: Charter Trends is based upon research conducted with the support of grants from the U.S. Department of Education.

ABOUT: The California Charter Schools Association is the membership and professional organization serving nearly 700 charter public schools that serve close to 240,000 
charter school students in the state of California. The Association’s mission is to improve student achievement by supporting and expanding California’s quality charter 
public school movement. 

© 2007 California Charter School Association. All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be repro-duced without the written permission of the publisher.
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Look for next year’s Charter Trends to learn more about: 
What it Takes to Start and Operate Charters for a Powerful Impact 
on Student Achievement!

upcoming research  
Matched comparison analysis 
of charter and non-charter 
performance

If you would like more information about the 
Association’s programs or research efforts, please visit the 
web-site or e-mail us at: info@charterassociation.org


