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Growth in California’s Charter School 
Movement and Five High-Need School 
Districts
California’s charter school movement continues to 
experience growth, especially in high-need, urban 
areas of the state. Analysis of charter school growth in 
California and the five high-need districts found: 

•   The California charter school movement, now 
with 750 schools in operation serving 4% of 
California’s public school students, remains the 
largest in the nation and continues to grow.

• In two high-need, urban school districts, Los 
Angeles and Oakland, charter schools serve a 
significant number of public school students. 

Quality in California’s Charter School 
Movement and Five High-Need School 
Districts 
California’s charter school movement reflects positive 
quality trends throughout California and in the five 
high-need school districts. An analysis of charter 
school quality in California and the five high-need 
districts found: 
•    While California charters’ median API score 

in aggregate is 28 points lower than the state’s 
traditional public schools, charters outperform 
traditional schools with a number of student 
populations and across diverse geographies when 
disaggregated by grade levels and subgroups.

• California charter middle schools consistently 
outperform traditional middle schools.

• Overall, charter schools are performing better 
with African American and Asian students 
than their counterparts in traditional schools. 
Charter school results with Latino students 
and traditionally underserved students vary by 
geography. 

• Charters do a better job of meeting API targets.

• Over the last three years, charter schools in 
Oakland have vastly outperformed traditional 
schools across grade levels and with African 
American, Latino, Asian, English learner (EL), and 
socioeconomically disadvantaged students. 

Challenges to Develop New Charter 
Schools Identified Through Charter 
Launch Program 
Charter Launch, the California Charter Schools 
Association’s school development program, currently 
supports 45 charter school development teams in 
creating high quality charter schools across the 
state. Now in its second year, Charter Launch has 
produced five schools, three in 2007 and two in 2008. 
The experiences of the three charter developers 
that opened schools in 2007 provided a number of 
important lessons about the challenges of launching a 
new charter:

• The top challenges facing new charters included 
facilities, the educational program, student 
recruitment, and external standards.

• Charter developers cited facilities and district/
authorizer relations as the most difficult 
elements of starting a new school.

The second volume of Charter Trends in California’s High-Need Districts documents the growth and quality of 
California’s charter movement. This volume includes a detailed analysis of five high-need districts across the 
state -- Los Angeles, San Diego, Oakland, Fresno and San Bernardino City Unified -- with a close examination of 
school performance in Oakland. In Oakland Unified School District, a high-need, urban school district with 17% of 
its public school students enrolled in charter schools (among the highest in the nation), performance is assessed 
through a comprehensive matched comparison analysis. This volume also describes challenges identified through 
Charter Launch, the California Charter Schools Association’s school development program, of developing a new 
charter school.  
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This volume of Charter Trends in California’s 
High-Need Districts1  continues in the tradition 
of the inaugural issue, detailing the growth 
and quality of California’s charter school 
movement and in five high-need districts: 
Los Angeles, San Diego, Oakland, Fresno, 
and San Bernardino City Unified. This volume 
focuses more heavily on the quality of these 
districts’ charters and presents the results 
of a matched comparison analysis of charter 
versus traditional school performance for 
Oakland Unified. This volume also provides 
an update on the California Charter Schools 
Association’s innovative Charter Launch 
program which has now launched five new 
charters. This issue delves into the experiences 
of three Charter Launch developers that 
opened schools in 2007 after their first 
year of school operation, presenting candid 
results and commentary from them on the 
greatest challenges faced while launching a 
new charter and the kinds of assistance they 
found most useful.  
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Source: California Department of Education; 2007/2008 CBEDS data. *Other includes Indian, 
Pacific Islander, Filipino and Multi-Racial groups. Note: 74 non-charters & 12 charters are missing 
demographic data.

While new school growth is substantial in Los Angeles, new 
school growth is smaller but persistent in Oakland, San 
Diego, San Bernardino, and Fresno (on average 1-3 schools 
per year). Furthermore, in 2008, all of these districts 
experienced above average growth, some opening more 
charters than in any previous year.

Most of these districts share similar demographic trends as 
the state. As is true of charters across the state of California, 
charters in Los Angeles, San Diego, and Oakland are also 
mostly classroom-based, independent, elementary schools, 
in which Latino students are the highest percentage. Also 
like the state, the percent of African American students 
being served within these districts’ charters is greater 
than that of traditional schools (this is also true of Fresno). 
San Bernardino and Fresno have unique trends, in which 
the majority of charters are high schools and fewer are 
classroom-based (45-50%). While charters in both districts 
are predominantly independent and Latino, charters in San 
Bernardino serve a greater percentage of Latino and White 
students than traditional schools in that district.

California continues to be the largest charter movement 
in the nation, boasting 750 charter schools in 2008 with 
an estimated enrollment of  276,000 students (4% of 
California public school children attend a charter school)2.  
The California charter movement enjoyed above average 
growth with 75 new charter schools opening in 2008 – many 
start-ups (42%). The majority of California charter schools 
continue to be classroom-based (76%), independent3 (67%) 
schools serving a greater percentage of African American 
and Caucasian students than the state’s traditional public 
schools. 

Growth in Los Angeles charter schools mirrors that of the 
state. The Los Angeles charter movement has grown quickly 
and consistently and is among the largest in the nation with 
23 new schools opening in 2008 and a total of 148 charter 
schools in operation. Charter schools also have a significant 
presence in Oakland where 33 charter schools educate 17% 
of Oakland’s public school students. The percentage of 
public school children enrolled in Oakland’s charter schools 
is among the highest in the nation. 

In two high-need, urban school districts, 
Los Angeles and Oakland, charter 

schools serve a significant number of 
public school students  

Charter Growth in High-Need Districts, 2004-2008

California Student Ethnicity: 
Charter and Traditional Public Schools

Growth in California’s Charter School Movement and 
Five High-Need School Districts

 2Estimated charter school enrollment is based on a median charter school enrollment of 100 students per school.
 3Independent or direct funded charter schools receive funding from the state. Therefore they are autonomous from their local district. Dependent or indirect funded charter schools are locally funded from 
their district. Therefore they are an extension of/dependent on the district for funding, governance, etc.

The California charter school movement, 
now with 750 schools in operation serving 
4% of California’s public school students, 

remains the largest in the nation 
and continues to grow
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4 The Association’s Quality Standards are a set of values and goals spanning the areas of student achievement, responsible governance and fiscal integrity.
5 See the appendix for a complete description of the methodology used.
6 CDE subgroups are parent identified categories that cannot assure accurate designations.
7 All aggregate API scores reported are median API scores. Median is used because API represents a non-normal distribution for which median calculations better account for 
outliers.
8 Academic Performance Index; See Appendix for an explanation of API targets.
9 Adequate Yearly Progress

Look for next year’s Charter Trends to learn about the Association’s quantitative metrics 
used to assess “Student Academic Achievement First”

cleaned, and analyzed5. Descriptive analyses are then 
conducted to examine charters’ performance across grade 
levels, subgroups6, and districts. This volume of Charter 
Trends focuses on median7 2008 API growth scores as 
well as schools’ meeting of state API8 growth targets and 
making federal AYP9. In this issue, we describe charter and 
traditional schools’ current performance on these measures 
(the 2007/2008 school year) and assess the longitudinal 
trends since 2005.

While the California charter median API growth score has 
increased from last year, at an aggregate state level, charter 
schools scored lower than traditional schools (a median 
2008 API growth score of 764 for traditional vs. 736 for 
charter schools). This same pattern is seen in Los Angeles, 
San Diego, and San Bernardino. In Los Angeles, charters’ 
median API growth score increased by 18 points (from 706 to 
724), but was still less than that of traditional schools (736). 
San Diego charters recovered from a drop in 2006-07 with 
a median API growth score of 740; however, that was lower 
than the 759 traditional schools earned. Similarly, in San 
Bernardino, an increase of 42 points as well as a narrowing 
of the charter/traditional gap by 33 points over the last 3 
years, still positioned these charters behind their traditional 
counterparts (a median 2008 API growth score of 668 for 
traditional vs. 609 for charter schools). However, this trend 
does not persist in Oakland or Fresno. Charter schools in 
Oakland have outperformed the traditional schools for the 
past three years by as much as 79 points. Fresno charters 
outperformed their traditional school counterparts for the 
first time in 3 years, and did so with only 11 charter schools 
(a median 2008 API growth score of 704 for charter vs. 696 
for traditional schools).

The California Charter Schools Association’s 
Quality Theory of Action 

The Association promotes and facilitates high-quality 
charter school growth through its Quality Standards For 
Charter School Operations4  as well as its many programs. 
The Association’s Certified Charter Schools Program, a 
requirement for all Association member schools, is the 
primary vehicle used to drive quality in the California 
charter movement. Based on the Quality Standards, the 
Certified Program represents the first time in the nation 
that a state’s charter school movement joined together 
to implement standards with accountability—all while 
allowing charter schools the flexibility to maintain the 
tailored programs and operations which make them unique. 
Certified Charter Schools successfully complete a school 
review aligned with the Quality Standards that critically 
examines all aspects of school operations and outcomes. 
Charter school Certification helps ensure the stability, 
success and longevity of each school. 

The Association’s Annual Analysis 

The California Charter Schools Association analyzes state 
achievement data describing charter public school versus 
traditional public school performance. In this process, 
the August release of the state’s Accountability Progress 
Report (APR) achievement data is downloaded from the 
California Department of Education’s (CDE) website, 

While California charters’ median 
API score in aggregate is 28 points 
lower than the state’s traditional 

public schools, charters outperform 
traditional schools with a number of 

student populations and across diverse 
geographies when disaggregated by 

grade levels and subgroups

Quality in California’s Charter School Movement and Five 
High-Need School Districts 

Quality Standards

1.  Student Academic Achievement First
2. Ethical Leadership
3. Continuous Focus on Increasing Quality
4. Responsible Governance
5.  Fiscal Accountability

For more detail on the Quality Standards, 
visit www.myschool.org/Quality_Standards 

For more information on the Certified 
Charter Schools Program, 

visit www.myschool.org/Certified_Schools
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10   The median statistic does not control for the sample size, therefore, calculations at the district level and grade levels are not interrelated. The middle point in a distribution of district-wide cases will be 
different than the middle points of the elementary, middle, and high school cases respectively.
11Subgroup API scores are only provided when a school has a numerically significant population of that subgroup.

2008 Median 
API Growth Scores

Across the Five 
High-Need 

Districts

California’s Charter 
Middle Schools’ 

API Results

last three years by an average of 42 points. In Los Angeles, 
charter schools have consistently outperformed traditional 
schools at all three grade levels (elementary, middle, and 
high school) the last three years10, with a 104 point high at 
the middle school level. In San Diego, charter schools earned 
higher API growth scores at the middle (a median 2008 
API growth score of 761 for charter vs. 745 for traditional 
schools) and high school levels (a median 2008 API growth 
score of 714 for charter vs. 683 for traditional schools).   

An examination of median API growth scores by subgroups 
also reveals California’s charter schools’ strong performance. 
Across all the high-needs districts with sufficient data11, 
charter schools’ API growth scores for African American 
students were higher than those of traditional schools, 
the highest differences being in Oakland (77 points higher) 
and Los Angeles (62 points higher). This trend has been 
consistent for the past three years. 
 

An analysis of 2007-08 API results across the five high-need 
districts and of trends of performance since 2005 demonstrate 
that these California charters are outperforming their 
traditional school counterparts with a number of student 
populations, across diverse geographies. Charter schools in 
these five high-need districts seem to have a unique capacity 
to serve the secondary school populations well, evidenced 
by higher charter school performance with middle and high 
school students in a number of districts, across years. These 
districts’ charter schools also appear to provide important 
benefits for subgroup populations, particularly African 
American and Asian students. While charters demonstrated 
excellent performance across the high-need districts 
Oakland and Los Angeles experienced the greatest charter 
school growth and quality. Charter schools in Los Angeles 
Unified consistently outperform traditional schools at the 
elementary, middle and high school levels, while Oakland 
charters vastly outperform traditional schools across grade 
levels and with African American, Latino, Asian, English 
Learner, and SES disadvantaged students. 

California’s charter middle schools have consistently 
outperformed the state’s traditional middle schools the 

California charter middle schools 
consistently outperform traditional 

middle schools.

Overall, charter schools are performing 
better with African American and Asian 

students than their counterparts in 
traditional schools. Charter school results 

with Latino students and traditionally 
underserved students vary by geography. 
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African American Median API Growth Scores, 
2005-2008

charters had enough students to receive a subgroup API 
score across all the districts.

For English learner students, charter schools earned higher 
API growth scores only in Los Angeles (9 points higher) and 
Oakland (35 points higher). In the past, charters earned 
higher API growth scores for EL students across all the 
high-need districts and at the state level in 2005-06. For 
socioeconomically disadvantaged students, charter schools 
in Oakland (by 76 points) and Fresno (by 12 points) earned 
higher API growth scores than traditional schools in those 
districts; Oakland has consistently done so the last three 
years. 

California’s charter schools have consistently earned higher 
API growth scores for students with disabilities since 2005, 
and those scores have increased each year (by an average 
of 38 points). This trend is also seen in Los Angeles where 
charter schools earned higher scores for students with 
disabilities in 2007-08 (128 points higher), 2006-07 (149 
points higher), and 2005-06 (126 points higher), reaching 
a high of 606 in 2007-08. This trend does not hold in San 
Diego where traditional schools earned higher API growth 
scores with students with disabilities (outperforming just 
3 charter schools). There was insufficient data in Oakland, 
Fresno, and San Bernardino to make comparisons.

With Asian students, California’s charter schools 
outperformed traditional schools across all districts and 
have done so fairly consistently over the last three years. 
Charter schools’ earned a median API growth score of 922 
for Asian students (vs. 893 for traditional schools) and the 
charter/traditional difference is as high as 60 points (in 
Oakland). 

Results with Latino students are less consistent and vary 
by district. At the state level, charters underperformed 
traditional schools by 14 points in 2007-08 and by an 
average of 10 points over the last three years. This same 
trend is seen in Los Angeles, Fresno, and San Bernardino. 
This trend is reversed in San Diego and Oakland where 
charters’ API growth scores for Latino students are 28 and 
45 points higher, respectively. Although these results vary 
by location, at the state and district levels, charters’ median 
API growth scores for Latino students increased by an 
average of 21 points (Fresno being the one exception), with 
a high of 104 points in San Bernardino. 

With Caucasian students, charters only outperformed 
traditional schools in Los Angeles with a median 2008 API 
growth score of 906 vs. 867 (Fresno and San Bernardino had 
insufficient data). For the other racial subgroups, too few 
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12  The Federal No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 requires all of the nation’s students reach proficiency by the 2013-14 school year and therefore increases a school’s annual targets toward that goal to 
make AYP.

2008 API Results

four of the targets, which is an increase from prior years. 
In San Bernardino, greater percentages of charters met the 
school wide and comparable improvement targets as well 
as both targets combined; this differs from 2005-06, when 
charters outperformed traditional schools for all four target 
variables and 2006-07 when charters did the same for only 
comparable improvement targets and AYP. Lastly, in Fresno, 
higher percentages of charters met all four targets, which 
was an improvement from prior years.  

In general, both charter and traditional schools appear to be 
having a more difficult time meeting targets. This is likely 
due to the increased height of those targets as schools 
enter the latter years of the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) 
Act12 which dramatically increases target requirements over 
time. As target requirements rise and become more difficult 
to meet, lower percentages of schools are doing so. 

An examination of charter and traditional school 
performance in meeting state and federal benchmarks 
shows charter schools have consistently outperformed 
traditional schools in meeting comparable improvement 
targets as well as comparable improvement and school wide 
targets combined (CDE’s “both” variable). However charters 
trail traditional schools in meeting school wide targets 
alone. California’s charter schools have also consistently 
outperformed traditional schools on meeting AYP, except 
at the high school level. 

Within the five high-need districts, trends for meeting 
targets vary by district and over time. In Los Angeles, higher 
percentages of charters met comparable improvement 
targets, both comparable improvement and school wide 
targets combined, and AYP than traditional schools. This 
was a change from prior years when Los Angeles charters 
were more likely to meet all four types of targets across all 
grade levels. In San Diego, charters’ meeting of targets has 
been distinct every year, with charters percentages being 
higher for AYP and at the elementary school level in 2007-
08. Charter schools in Oakland were more likely to meet all 

UPCOMING RESEARCH
Charter and traditional school 

performance on the California High 
School Exit Exam (CAHSEE) and the 

California Standards Test (CST)

Charters Do a Better Job of 
Meeting API Targets
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Oakland Charter vs. Traditional 
School Performance

Oakland Charter vs. Traditional 
Elementary School Performance

Oakland Charter vs. Traditional 
Middle School Performance

Oakland Charter vs. Traditional 
High School Performance

of 706 vs. 629), Latino (a median API score of 678 vs. 633), 
English Learner (a median API score of 679 vs. 644), and 
socioeconomically disadvantaged (a median API score of 
721 vs. 645) students. 

These stellar results represent a continued trend from 2007 
that increased in 2008. Charter schools in Oakland similarly 
outperformed traditional public schools last year, at all 
grade levels and with traditionally disadvantaged students. 
Those trends not only continued in 2008; they increased 
by as much as 111 points. While some of the API scores for 
Oakland’s traditional schools declined (for high schools and 
African American students), charter schools’ API scores 
increased across grade levels and subgroups.  

The higher performance of charter schools in Oakland has 
been persistent since 2005 for API growth scores, across grade 
levels (except for the elementary level in 2005-06), as well as 
for African American, Latino, Asian, and socioeconomically 
disadvantaged students. Both the median API growth score 
and the charter/traditional difference have been increasing 
since 2005. Charters performance above traditional schools 
in Oakland has grown by 70 points since 2005 and their 

Among the five high-need districts, Oakland stands out as 
displaying a consistent trend of outstanding performance. 
Charter schools in Oakland outperformed  traditional 
public schools in 2008, earning a median API growth score 
of 735 compared to 656 for traditional schools (a difference 
of 79 points). These differences were highest at the middle 
and high school levels where Oakland’s charter middle 
schools scored 212 points above traditional middle schools 
(a median API score of 836 vs. 624) and charter high schools 
scored 160 points above traditional high schools (a median 
API score of 688 vs. 528). Charter schools in Oakland also 
did a better job of serving traditionally disadvantaged 
students, including African American (a median API score 

Charter schools in Oakland are 
vastly outperforming traditional 

schools across grade levels and with 
African American, Latino, Asian, 

English learner, and socioeconomically 
disadvantaged students
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13 See the appendix for a full description of the matched comparison analysis methodology. 

Oakland Charter Performance by Subgroup, 2008

educational arena, as well as to parents’ and students’ lives. 
A matched comparison analysis of Oakland’s 2007/2008 
charter schools found that 69% percent of charters earned 
higher 2008 API growth scores than their matched traditional 
schools (76% of those with all the necessary data).

median growth score by 80 points. This growth has been 
greatest at the middle (an increase of 117 points since 2005) 
and high school (an increase of 46 points since 2005) levels. 
Oakland charter schools’ API growth scores for subgroup 
populations has risen by as much as 75 points since 2005 
– an average of 36 points for African American students, 5 
points for Latino students, 38 points for Asian students, and 
25 points for socioeconomically disadvantaged students 
annually. 

A matched comparison analysis13 of charter schools in 
Oakland further supports the higher performance of 
Oakland’s charter schools. Matched comparison analysis is 
an empirical methodology which examines how a charter 
school’s performance compares to a neighboring traditional 
school with a similar demography of students. This more 
nuanced examination of school performance provides a 
micro level, neighborhood analysis of a family’s likely school 
choices and assesses the value charter schools add to the 

A matched comparison 
analysis of Oakland’s 

2007/2008 charter schools 
found that 69% percent of 
charters earned higher API 

growth scores than their 
matched traditional schools 
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PI Schools in San Diego 
Charter Launch Area

PI Schools in Los Angeles 
Charter Launch Area

Charter Launch is now in its second year with 45 teams 
of charter developers enrolled in the program. Of those 
45 charters in the making, six have successfully received 
charter petition approvals, three opened their doors in 
2007, two opened in 2008, and 40 are slated to open their 
doors in 2009 or 2010. This issue of Charter Trends focuses 
on the three Charter Launch schools that opened in 2007, 
two in Los Angeles and one in San Diego. 

The work of the Charter Launch program is to help develop 
the growth of high-quality charter schools in high-need 
areas that will benefit from alternative education options. 
Therefore, Charter Launch developers make use of the 
Charter Opportunity Index14 to locate their new charter 
school in an area of struggling traditional schools where 
students and families most need high-quality education 
options. As these maps show, the 2007 Charter Launch 
schools are located in high-poverty areas where Program 
Improvement15 schools dominate. 
 
Of the five high-need districts, Los Angeles is the most 
heavily enrolled region in Charter Launch, coinciding with 
the large charter school movement in that region. In 2006, 
Los Angeles Unified became the first school district in the 
country to have 100 charter schools in operation. Today, 
there are approximately 148 charter schools serving nearly 
57,000 public school students, making Los Angeles the 
largest charter movement in the state. 
 
 

The stellar results California’s charter schools have 
experienced is a direct result of a sincere focus on 
improvement and quality shared throughout the state’s 
charter movement and among its leaders. As the state’s 
premier charter membership and services organization, the 
California Charter Schools Association has taken strategic 
action to directly impact the growth of high-quality charters 
in high-need districts through the Charter Launch program. 
This innovative charter development program now serves 
as another important link in the Association’s quality theory 
of action.

The Charter Launch Program: Planting High-
Quality Charters in High-Need Districts 

Charter Launch, the California Charter Schools Association’s 
innovative school development program, supports the 
expansion of high-quality charters in the five high-need 
districts. This new initiative is a comprehensive, three-year 
support program helping young charters reach their goals 
earlier in their growth process. Started in January 2007, 
the program is open to independent groups of individuals 
attempting to open a charter in one of the five high-need 
districts. Charter developers receive a minimum of 120 
hours of instruction and one-on-one support from their 
initial planning phase through opening. Once their charter 
is open, all participants receive leadership and operations 
mentoring, training and support for renewal, and full 
Certification under the Certified Schools Program.

Challenges to Develop New Charter Schools Identified 
Through Charter Launch Program 

14  The development and uses of the Charter Opportunity Index were detailed in Volume 1 of Charter Trends.
15 All schools and local educational agencies (LEAs) that do not make Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP) are identified for Program Improvement (PI) under the No Child Left Behind Act, under which the 
school is subject to improvement and corrective action measures.



The Charter Launch Program is Highly 
Regarded by Participants   

After only two years in operation, Charter Launch is highly 
regarded among its participants who are making full use 
of the program’s many services. Of the 22 Charter Launch 
modules assessed, 86% of survey respondents indicated 
that the workshops were “very helpful”. All respondents said 
they were actively applying tools Charter Launch gave them 
and they were “very satisfied” with the program’s services. 
These charter developers choose Charter Launch because 
it provides the skills needed to manage the high degree 
of difficulty in launching a new charter. What participants 
appreciate most about Charter Launch is the ongoing, 
individualized support they receive and the program’s 
structure and organization. 

Challenges to Develop New Schools Identified 
Through Charter Launch   

As Charter Launchers successfully get a charter petition 
approved and open their doors, they participate in pre- and 
post-surveys and interviews to assess their experiences in 
the Charter Launch program, with opening a new school, 
and during their first year of operation. Although the first 
group of Charter Launch participants only contained three 
schools, those 3 charter developers provided a wealth of 
insight into the difficulties of launching a new charter 
school. 

Charter developers were asked to discuss the difficulty, 
demand, and success they experienced in planning for and 
implementing 20 different components of launching a new 
charter school:
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“Everyone in Charter Launch was 
very helpful. They provided incredible 

enthusiastic support.”

-San Diego Charter Launch Participant

“One thing I do know is, 
without Charter Launch it would 

have probably been impossible for 
us to know how to approach all the 
levels of compliance simultaneously 

because we would have been 
required to educate ourselves 

in foreign territory.”

-Los Angeles Charter Launch Participant

 
 Funding Budgeting & Reporting

 Mission/Vision Governance

 Engaging the Community Facilities

 Engaging Parents Special Education Services

 Educational Program Staff Recruitment

 Extra/Co-Curricular Programming Staff Training

 Team Building/Staff Cohesion Daily Operations

 School & Student Assessment Student Recruitment

 Student Discipline and Support Services District/Authorizer Relations

 Establishing School Policies Meeting External 
  (Federal, State, and District Standards)
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Securing a facility was the most highly and consistently 
cited struggle in opening a new charter. Charter developers 
detailed their consideration of more than 30 possible 
facilities only to miss out on them all due to the incongruent 
timing of funding and charter approval and the intricacies 
of zoning and compliance requirements. One charter 
developer explained it well: 

“In order to have a facility here, you have to know the 
intricacies of the permit process, what’s required for an E1 
occupancy to get your certificate of occupancy, where all 
of those potential buildings might be, the timeframe for 
getting them, the barriers to finding a building, who the 
potential partners are, what the deadline is, what’s the 
last possible day you can find a building and still open in 
the fall.  You really have to be an expert in three different 
departments, building and planning, charter school 
facilities compliance, and real estate.”

While charter developers correctly anticipated facilities as 
their greatest struggle, they were surprised by the difficulty 
of managing district/authorizer relations. Charter Launchers 
noted their authorizer as “too involved in a very negative, 
disorganized way” and found district relations to be “a huge 
hindrance”. These charter developers also felt many district 
administrative requirements were external to their needs 
and a distraction from the work of educating students. One 
charter launcher noted: 

“Balancing the continual emails from multiple agencies 
requesting data while trying to juggle facilities issues and 
the purpose of the school itself--to enhance education for 
more of today’s learners -- makes it seem that organizations 
[districts] sometimes lose sight of the magnitude and 
importance of the task and just keep laying on the 
paperwork”. 

Charter developers were unpleasantly surprised by the 
level of bureaucracy involved in the charter development 
process. As one developer stated: 

“As a parent organization, we have helped folks start 
educational projects and schools in some of the most 
bureaucratic countries in the world and none were as 
challenging as starting and running a small charter school 
in [this district].”

Across the pre- and post-assessments, four components 
were consistently described as most time consuming to 
implement: facilities, the educational program, student 
recruitment, and external standards. On a scale of 1-4, 
these components were cited as requiring daily attention 
(4) throughout the charter development process and during 
the school year. When asked which components were the 
most difficult to implement, facilities was again number one, 
followed by district/authorizer relations. Once open, issues 
more pertinent to the day-to-day running of the school 
became more time consuming and important. After charter 
developers had survived the charter petitioning process 
and successfully opened their doors, new components 
began to dominant their time: team building/staff cohesion, 
engaging parents, daily operations, and student discipline 
and support services. After one year of operation, school 
leaders said they had most improved in the implementation 
of the mission/vision, engaging parents, school & student 
assessment, team building/staff cohesion, staff training, 
and student discipline and support services, the first three 
being rated most highly (5 on a scale of 1-5). In addition to 
these items, these charter leaders felt they had been most 
successful in implementing daily operations, budgeting & 
reporting, and securing funding and facilities. 

In Spite of the time commitment and challenges of opening 
a new school, these charter developers still felt very 
positively about being a school leader after their first year. 
They all “strongly agree” (5 on a scale of 1-5), at both the 
beginning and end of their first year of operation, that being 
a school leader is a professional growth opportunity through 
which they influence school change, make a difference 
in students’ lives, and develop meaningful relationships. 
However, these school leaders did cite long hours and 
stress equally highly (an average of 4.5 on a scale of 1-5) and 
more highly at the end of the first year than they did at the 
start. Although they reported making many improvements 
over the course of their first year, a number of components 
still pose significant roadblocks to their school’s continued 
improvement: student discipline & support services, 
funding, external standards, engaging parents, student 
recruitment, and daily operations, the first two being rated 
as their greatest concerns. 

Successfully navigating facilities,
 the educational program, student 

recruitment, and external standards 
were particularly tough challenges

 for new schools 

Charter developers cited facilities and 
district/authorizer relations as the most 

difficult elements of starting a new school

Charter developers were 
unpleasantly surprised by the level 

of bureaucracy involved in the 
charter development process
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Conclusion

This second volume of Charter Trends in California’s 
High-Need Districts documents the growth and quality of 
California’s charter movement with a focus on five high-need 
districts. California’s charter school movement continues to 
experience positive growth, especially in high-need, urban 
areas of the state and reflects higher charter performance 
with a number of student populations.  Charter school 
performance in Oakland is exceptional and supported by a 
matched comparison analysis. Charter Launch, the California 
Charter Schools Association’s school development program, 
has grown tremendously since its first year and now has 
45 charter school development teams. The experiences of 
the three charter developers that opened schools in 2007 
provide valuable lessons about the challenges faced when 
launching a new charter school and the types of assistance 
needed to overcome those challenges.

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 Elemen-
tary School District and Fresno Unified
Alternative and special education schools and schools with miss-
ing data are excluded
Status as elementary, middle or high is by CDE guidelines: cde.
ca.gov/ta/ac/ap/documents/schltypedef05b.pdf
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Lessons Learned from Charter Launch School 
Developers 

Although the difficulties of starting a new charter were 
myriad and complex, the help needed to successfully launch 
a charter is equally diverse and intricate. Much of what 
successful charter launchers indicated as the assistance 
they needed were components of the Charter Launch 
program and each charter developer cited Charter Launch 
as a significant contributor to their success. These new 
school leaders identified several categories of assistance 
they found most helpful: structuring the process, providing 
specific knowledge, giving individualized direction, and 
opportunities for real-world practice. 

Each charter developer cited the importance of how 
Charter Launch streamlined and scaffolded the charter 
development process such that it was clear what each step in 
the process was and what skills each step required. Charter 
launchers were also greatly aided by program staff sharing 
needed specific knowledge about things like developing 
an educational program, creating a board, and the legal 
components of a charter petition. They spoke very highly 
of the ways in which their specific needs were addressed 
through individual reviews of their petitions, advocacy 
with the district, and assistance in locating a facility. Lastly, 
these charter leaders also benefitted from opportunities to 
practice grant interviews, to observe their district’s board in 
action and referrals to needed professional services. In all, 
charter developers cited needing a hands-on approach to 
support, one in which local experts are accessible and guide 
them through the process.     

The Future of Charter Development

While Charter Launch is still in its infancy, this charter 
development program shows promise of serving as a 
national model of best practices for creating high-quality 
charter schools. In its short tenure, the Charter Launch 
program has successfully opened five charter schools with 
four dozen more in the process of opening. As this innovative 
program continues to grow and is carefully evaluated, a 
quality support model will emerge for integrating training, 
support, standards and evaluation into a system of charter 
school leadership development.    

Charter Launchers were most helped by 
the program’s structuring of the process, 

and provision of specific knowledge, 
individual direction, and applications 

for real world practice

Visit  www.transform-myschool.org 
to learn about successful conversions 

of failing traditional schools into 
quality charters in San Diego

If you would like information about the Association’s programs or research efforts, 
please visit the Website or email us at: info@charterassociation.org

UPCOMING RESEARCH
School climate in 

Charter Launch schools
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METHODOLOGY

Annual Analysis

The California Charter Schools Association annually analyzes state achievement data describing charter public school 
versus traditional public school performance. In this process, the August release of the state’s Accountability Progress 
Report achievement data is downloaded from the California Department of Education’s (CDE) website, cleaned, and 
analyzed. The state’s Academic Performance Index (API) and federal Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP) data files are merged 
to gather an accurate population of school data and to cross-reference it to identify missing schools or misclassified 
schools. 

Before any analyses are conducted, the Association engages in a rigorous data cleaning process, comparing the state’s 
API and AYP data files to our internal charter database to ensure that all charter schools are correctly classified. After 
merging the state files with our internal database, any identified discrepancies are resolved by working with The 
Association’s knowledgeable regional charter school managers who have a close relationship with their regional charter 
schools as well as by checking schools’ status and available data via Dataquest and Quickquest on the CDE website. 
Additionally, the Association works in partnership with the Administrator of the Academic Accountability Unit at the 
CDE to clarify questions and permanently correct issues identified during the data cleaning process. Inactive or closed 
charter schools and alternative & special education (ASAM) schools are then removed from the analysis to ensure an 
appropriate comparison of school performance. These exclusions are in-line with those used by the CDE and most other 
researchers. CDE, however, also excludes small schools and direct funded charter schools; the Association does not, but 
rather analyzes a more complete sample of the California charter population.

 Median API scores are calculated in accordance with the CDE’s methodology given skewed distributions. The percentage 
of schools meeting their targets is calculated for four types of target variables, 1) school wide API targets, 2) comparable 
improvement API targets, 3) both school wide and comparable improvement API targets combined, and 4) meeting AYP. 
School wide API targets assess whether or not a school met their API growth target for the school year. Comparable 
improvement API targets assess whether or not a school met their subgroup API growth targets for the school year. To 
meet all state API growth target requirements and make AYP, each numerically significant subgroup in a school must 
“demonstrate comparable improvement” in meeting API targets. This measure applies to ethnic/racial, socioeconomically 
disadvantaged, English learner, and students with disabilities subgroups.

Matched Comparison Analysis

While the annual analysis conducted by the Association is primarily descriptive, the Association also conducted 
a matched comparison analysis using the 2007/2008 API data. Building on the research and methodology of Hoxby 
(2004) and Roy & Mishel (2005), the California Charter Schools Association conducted a matched comparison analysis to 
assess how charter schools’ performance compared to neighboring traditional public schools in Los Angeles. This more 
nuanced examination of school performance provides a micro level, neighborhood analysis of a family’s likely school 
choices and assesses the value charter schools add to the educational arena as well as parents’ and students’ lives. In so 
doing, this methodology greatly improves on aggregate analyses of school level data and does a better job of assessing 
charter quality. The matched comparison analysis began with identifying three peer traditional public schools (where 
data permitted) for each charter in the sample. Charter to peer matching was done using Geographical Information 
Systems (GIS) 9.2 software to map all of California’s schools and their demography. Each charter school with available 
demographic and API test data was matched with every proximal (within a 5-mile radius) traditional school most similar 
in racial composition, parental educational attainment, and free/reduced-price lunch participation. Alternative and 
special education schools were excluded for both charter schools and non-charter schools. Schools were also matched 
for grade level (i.e. elementary matched with elementary, etc.) and school type (ex. internet based charter schools were 
omitted).

Schools’ latitude and longitude points and their addresses were used to plot schools using GIS mapping. Those that 
were missing longitude and latitude, but had a physical street address were also geocoded. If there was a match based 
on an 80% spelling sensitivity test, then the geocode address match was accepted. For those that did not geocode 
automatically, they were attempted by manually geocoding. If an acceptable match was found, then the geocode address 
match was accepted. If there was not a longitude/latitude and no street address, the school was not included in the 
analysis. The outcome was 98.45% school addresses were geocodable. 

To ensure that the geocoding was accurately mapping the schools’ correct location, the file was spot-checked. Fifty 
addresses from all areas of California were verified by clicking on the address in ArcGIS and visually seeing where it 

APPENDIX
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was located on the street and looking up this address on Google Maps to confirm that both addresses were in the same 
approximate location. All geocodes were in an acceptable place.

In ArcGIS 9.2, Hawths Tools Distance Between Points (Between Layers) was used to create a distance matrix for each one 
of the subgroups of school types. The tool derived the closest 100 traditional school geocodes per each individual charter 
geocode. A distance radius was then set to 5 miles to isolate the most proximal traditional public schools to each charter to 
identify a family’s likely school options. In ArcGIS, distance is calculated as Euclidean distance (“as the crow flies”) versus 
drive time.

In order to complete the second part of the GIS analysis, which was to determine what three traditional public schools within 
a five mile radius was a demographic “match” to each charter, a formula was created to determine the least differences 
between the schools. This was derived by calculating the absolute value between the charter and traditional public schools 
for the three demographic variables (percent students of color, free/reduced price lunch participation, & average parent 
education) and summing up the differences. Those with the least differences, where considered most similar and were rank 
ordered as such in the data file. Given that race/ethnicity is one of the strongest and most persistent demographic variables 
affecting academic performance (independent of SES), and that it highly correlates with SES, neighborhood and education, 
the racial composition of the school (% students of color) was given a 2x weight to be accounted for more strongly than 
the other two variables. The other two SES variables were not weighted, serving as a balanced measure of socioeconomic 
status.

With this data, we first compared each charter to its matches individually, calculating the difference between the charter 
schools’ API scores and each one of its matches (via subtraction).  Those differences were then averaged to get an average 
difference score, which indicated whether the charter performed better than (a positive average) or worse than (a negative 
average) its matched traditional public school peers. 

The Charter Opportunity Index

The Charter Opportunity Index uses mapping software to identify and target areas in need of support for charter school 
development. This process starts with mapping schools in Program Improvement Years Three to Five, as the first indicator 
of need. Next, the failing school’s immediate community is identified 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 identifies the blue zone areas for which they want to create a Charter Opportunity Index. 

The Index calculates a specific “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 indicate academic quality and achievement (e.g., Program 
Improvement status, student-teacher ratio, etc.) and one variable for the number of charters 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 foreign-born residents, poverty, and high school graduation rate. If the community 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.
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TERMS AND DEFINITIONS

About the API:  The purpose of the Academic Performance Index (API) is to measure the year-over-year growth in 
academic performance for California schools. The API summarizes a school’s standardized test scores into a single number, 
which ranges from 200 to 1000. The statewide API goal is 800 for all schools; higher numbers generally indicate better 
performance on the tests. 

Why do the API results matter?:  As a fundamental part of the Public Schools Accountability Act (PSAA), API scores are 
used to meet state and federal requirements for school accountability and are an important component for measuring 
a school’s Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP) under the federal No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act. These ratings can have 
substantial consequences for schools. Under-performing schools are given additional funds to encourage improvement 
and high-ranking schools may be eligible for additional acknowledgement. 

Why do some schools not have API scores?:  There are several reasons why some schools don’t have API results. For 
example if a school failed to test at least 85% of eligible students or if the school tested fewer than 11 students, the state 
does not calculate an API for that school. Schools that serve specific kinds of students, such as special education schools, 
are currently accountable under a different model. 

API Base Scores:  The 2007 API Base was calculated using each school’s test results from the state’s Standardized Testing 
and Reporting (STAR) program and the California High School Exit Examination (CAHSEE) taken during the 2006-2007 
school year. The API Base is used to measure academic improvement from one year to the next by comparing it to the 
Growth API. 

API Growth Scores:  The 2008 API Growth was calculated using the same test criteria as the 2007 API Base. However, 
the 2008 API Growth was calculated from the 2007/2008  standardized test results, while the 2007 Base was calculated 
using the 2006-2007 test results. The API Growth is used as a measure of improvement in academic performance when 
compared to the API Base.  

API Change Scores (growth in API):  Growth from the beginning to the end of a school year on the 2008 API is calculated 
by subtracting the 2007 API Base from the 2008 API Growth. 

API Growth targets:  Each school is assigned an API Growth target by the state. The Growth target is determined by 
calculating 5% of the difference between the API Base and 800. Schools with APIs at or above 800 must maintain a 
minimum API of 800. A school meets its overall API Growth target if it meets its school-wide target and its comparable 
improvement (all numerically significant subgroups) targets. Improvement is measured by subtracting the prior year’s API 
Base from the current year’s API Growth. Positive numbers mean that standardized test scores improved, while negative 
numbers indicate that test scores declined. To meet comparable improvement targets state API growth target requirements, 
each numerically significant subgroup in a school must “demonstrate comparable improvement” in meeting API targets. 
This concept applies to ethnic/racial, socioeconomically disadvantaged, English learner, and students with disabilities 
subgroups. A subgroup must be numerically significant in both the Base year and Growth year in an API reporting cycle to 
have subgroup growth and target information. 

Data and Information Sources
DataQuest: http://dq.cde.ca.gov/dataquest/ 
API Home: http://www.cde.ca.gov/ta/ac/ap/ 
AYP Home: http://www.cde.ca.gov/ta/ac/ay/ 
Accountability Progress Reporting (APR): http://www.cde.ca.gov/ta/ac/ar/index.asp 
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Q: Don’t charter schools pick/recruit the best students? 

A: California Charter Schools:
• Are public and tuition-free
• Are open to all students
• Are highly responsive to students’ needs
• Are held accountable for improved student achievement
• Employ credentialed teachers in core subjects
• Participate in state tests

Q: Why is the Association’s data different from CDE?

A: The Association and CDE’s methods of analysis are different. The Association utilizes a rigorous cleaning 
process to ensure only active charter schools are included; our sample size includes small schools and all 
funding types. Furthermore, the information reflected is from the CDE’s original August release of the Growth 
Data File. 

Q: Are they results significant?

A: This analysis is used for descriptive purposes only.

Q: How is Matched Comparison Analysis (MCA) different than Similar School Rank? 

A: Similar School Rank is limited to only academic performance comparisons whereas the Association’s MCA 
analysis is based on geography and socio-economic factors. This is critical, as it represents realistic school 
choice for parents. 
CDE’s Similar School Rankings are the school’s API Base compared with the Base APIs of other similar schools 
in the comparison group (based on demographic School Characteristics Index*). 

ABOUT THE CALIFORNIA CHARTER SCHOOLS ASSOCIATION

The California Charter Schools Association is the membership and professional organization serving charter 
public schools in California. The Association advances the charter school movement through state and local 
advocacy efforts, leadership on quality and extensive resources. For example, the Association launched the 
nation’s first Certified Charter Schools program to recognize and advance quality charter schools. 

For more information, please visit www.myschool.org

FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS


