
US charter schools 
have been attacked 
as selective , 
unaccountable, even 
racially isolating – 
and yet the President 
endorses them. Julian 
Hall weighs the evidence

Charting the 
difference

I
n March 2014 a demonstration 
gathered in Brixton, London, 
against plans to start a free school 
on the site of a local college. A 
month after that demonstration 
came a similar action in New 

York against the extension of space for 
charter schools on the premises of public 
schools.

The antipathy that these independent, 
publicly-funded, privately-run schools 
has attracted is undeniable, but they 
have the backing of governments and 
the willingness of the establishment to 
ride out criticism. 

However, while in the UK the left has 
criticised free schools for being non-
transparent and isolated from local 
education authorities, charter schools 

have, by and large, a better level of 
accountability to their community. The 
US has something to teach the UK, it 
seems.

And while the results of charter 
schools are variable, a study from 
the Stanford Centre for Research on 
Education Outcomes (Credo) has claimed 
that “for poor students, especially poor 
minority ethnic students, charter schools 
bestowed substantial learning benefits”.

What defines a charter 
school?

With charter laws and the schools 
themselves differing from state to 
state a definitive profile is illusive, as 
is a uniform pronouncement on their 

efficacy. However, they are described 
by the National Center for Education 
Statistics as: “a publicly funded school 
that is typically governed by a group 
or organisation under a legislative 
contract (or charter) with the state or 
jurisdiction. The charter exempts the 
school from certain state or local rules 
and regulations. In return for flexibility 
and autonomy, the charter school must 
meet the accountability standards stated 
in its charter.” 

A school’s charter is reviewed 
periodically – typically every three to 
five years – by the group or jurisdiction 
that granted it and can be revoked 
if guidelines on curriculum and 
management are not followed or if the 
standards are not met.
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Much like academies have in the UK, 

the number of charter schools has grown 
rapidly across the US. From 1999–2000 
to 2011–12, the total number increased 
from 1,500 to 5,700, constituting 5.8% 
of all US schools. In the same period the 
number of students enrolled in public 
charter schools increased from 0.3 
million to 2.1 million students.

To give a flavour of the innovative 
approach that attracts parents and 
educators, The National Alliance for 
Public Charter Schools cites initiatives 
such as breaking up the school day 
around subjects students have most 
need of; theming schools around 
disciplines from performing arts to 
science, technology, engineering and 

maths (STEM); and classroom initiatives 
involving online-only study. 

The work of charter school networks 
like KIPP and Uncommon Schools 
in terms of innovations including 
“codifying how to create an excellent 
teacher” are mentioned, with other 
notable providers including Charter 
Schools USA, Success Academies and 
National Heritage Academies.

The effect of all this freedom and 
innovation, say supporters, is not only 
to improve the education of charter 
school pupils but to promote choice and 
competition.

“We offer a learning environment 
where every student is held to high 
expectations and is held accountable,” 
explains Colleen Reynolds, president of 
Edge Communications, which represents 
the school group Charter Shools USA.

“Different students thrive in different 
school environments. We have seen that 
when one of our high performing schools 
opens in an area where surrounding 
district schools are chronically low 
performing, not only do students in 
our schools outperform nearby schools, 
surrounding schools begin to improve.”

Proponents of charter schools also 
hold up the Credo report. “Charter school 
students now have greater learning 
gains in reading than their peers in 
traditional public schools” was the 
headline conclusion when it came out in  
2013.

‘Aggressive and 
entrepreneurial’

However, the findings of The National 
Charter School Study 2013 have taken 
the shine off, as have dissident ex-
supporters such as Professor Diane 
Ravitch, an education analyst and 
historian.

Ravitch wrote in the Los Angeles 
Times in October 2013 that the original 
purpose of charters was to “collaborate 
with public schools, not to compete 
with them or undermine them”. She also 
complained that the charter industry was 
“aggressive and entrepreneurial”. 

“Charters want high test scores, so 
many purposely enrol minimal numbers 
of English-language learners and 
students with disabilities. Some push 
out students who threaten their test 
averages... Of course there are honorable, 

well-run charter schools that provide 
an excellent education…but many other 
studies show that charters in general 
are no more successful at the task of 
educating children than public schools if 
they enrol the same kinds of students.”

Other criticisms leveled include that 
charters are skimming off the cream 
of pupils; methodologically flawed; 
underperforming; by-pass unions; are 
racially isolating and are unaccountable. 
It’s a battlefield where charters find 
themselves fighting on all fronts.

Responses to the these accusations 
range from the politely dismissive 
(providers BASIS told EducationInvestor, 
“We ignore the white noise about 
education-related issues. At BASIS we 
accept any student who wants to come 
to our school, and give them a great 
education. We aren’t for everyone, but 
we are for anyone”), to the detailed – 
the National Alliance for Public Charter 
Schools has published an extensive 
rebuttal document online. 

On the issue of selection the Alliance 
briefing maintains: “Public charter 
schools are generally required to take all 
students who want to attend” and that 
“unlike magnet schools [specialist public 
schools] overseen by school districts, 
public charter schools cannot selectively 
admit students. According to federal law, 
they must accept all students, including 
students with disabilities and English 
learners, regardless of previous academic 
performance.”

The briefing goes on to cite new 
legislation that requires charter 
schools to use a “blind” lottery when 
they are oversubscribed and notes 
that charters can now use “weighted” 
lotteries to preference “educationally 
disadvantaged” students. The National 
Association anticipates this will mean a 
rise in ‘disadvantaged’ pupils enrolled by 
charter schools.

With the race issue, as with the charge 
of creaming off the best pupils, the 
charter school mantra is that parents 
select the schools and not vice versa. 
Meanwhile, beyond the statistics given 
(according to the National Alliance, black 
students comprise 29% of charter school 
enrolment to 16% of the traditional public 
school student population, while Hispanic 
intake is 27% to 23% respectively) are 
the first-hand experiences of educators  
themselves.

global│US charter schools 

EducationInvestor�•�November�2014� 47

▶



Speakers include: 

Doug Becker
Chair and CEO, Laureate Education

Mark Anderson
Managing Director, Pearson UK

Linda Cowan
Managing Director, Kaplan International Colleges

Stuart Holmes
Director of the Board, INTO University Partnerships

James Pitman
Managing Director, Higher Education UK and Europe, Study Group

Dr John Wood
Chief Executive Officer, University Programmes, Navitas

Professor Sir Drummond Bone
Master of Balliol College Oxford

Professor Pamela Gillies
Principal, Glasgow Caledonian University

Peter Marshall
Chief Operating Officer & Senior Vice-President, Monash University, Melbourne

Professor Christina Slade
Vice-Chancellor, Bath Spa University

The Future of Public-Private Partnerships in Higher Education
3rd – 4th December 2014 • Regent’s University London 

Visit www.obhe.ac.uk for more information or to register

Don’t miss the opportunity to listen to high-profile speakers, join the debate and 
network with over 150 delegates from around the world. 

Topics include:

PPPs in HE – what are they and how to manage them
Institutional cultures and PPPs

PPP models of engagement
PPPs and public policy in the UK and Asia

The risks and rewards of PPPs



global│US charter schools 

EducationInvestor�•�November�2014� 49

‘Invest in what works’
In the aforementioned New York Times 
piece Geoffrey Canada, president and 
chief executive officer of the Harlem 
Children’s Zone, a non-profit anti-
poverty education and support group, 
wrote: “Charter public schools offer 
an innovative approach to fix some 
aspects of the education system... They 
are not a panacea [but] the only threat 
charter schools hold is to the myth that 
poor, minority students cannot succeed 
academically.”

Canada further warned “the 
philanthropic dollars going toward 
charters are there because the donors 
are aligning their altruism with a 
business-world pragmatism. If charters 
disappeared and the status quo remained 
the same, these new private dollars 
would simply disappear too.”

Charters argue that they are the ones 
ultimately disadvantaged, saying that if a 
student leaves a traditional public school 
for a charter school, only a portion of 
that student’s funding goes to the new 
school.

However, not everyone is ready to hear 
hard luck stories. Amy Baral writing in 
the Salon online journal described how 
scepticism of charter schools in Michigan 
stems from the fact that “about 65% 
of charter schools in the state are run 
by for-profit educational management 

organisations. Without proper oversight 
and accountability, this runs the risk of 
turning a system that’s meant to make a 
quality education available to everyone 
into a purely profit-driven enterprise 
that lacks concern for the well-being of 
students.”

But Michael Serpe from EdisonLearning 
(once involved directly with charters 
but now focusing on programmes for 
dropout students) believes that there 
is no such thing as a ‘for-profit charter 
school’. “When a for-profit company is 
involved in a charter school the company 
is employed by the charter school 
governing board [which is comprised of 
parents and other interested members 
of the community] to provide various 
education and management services to 
the school, and is paid an agreed upon 
fee – just as any other vendor to the 
school. In the case of charter schools 
operated by a non-profit group, such as 
KIPP, these non-profit groups have full 
control of the charter school’s operation.”

Colleen Reynolds adds that the funding 
charters receive from the state is only 
used to educate students. “Management 
fees, which are similar to but usually 
less than the costs incurred by school 
districts, that exceed the costs associated 
with the school are typically reinvested 
into building new schools.”

Despite the fact that the economic 

context has made the battle between 
charter schools and public schools 
that much sharper in resolution – both 
‘morally’ and in real financial terms – 
they still enjoy establishment support.

President Obama has led the charge 
and ex-president Bill Clinton recently 
indicated his qualified approval. He 
told a gathering of philanthropists and 
businesspeople in New York last month: 
“If you’re going to get into education, I 
think it’s really important that you invest 
in what works. New Orleans has better 
schools than it had before Hurricane 
Katrina, and it’s the only public school 
[district] in America where 100% of the 
schools are charter schools.” Clinton’s 
reservation was that charters who did 
not outperform public schools were still 
having their charter renewed. 

In response, Colleen Reynolds remarks: 
“A parent chooses a charter school 
for their children because they are not 
happy with the current educational 
options available to them. The only 
caveat to Mr Clinton’s statement that 
needs clarification is this: What if a 
charter school opens in a relatively high 
performing district? If a parent chooses 
a charter school because the educational 
environment is best for his or her child, 
and the school is performing as well as 
the district school, isn’t it still better for 
the student?” n

If you’re going to 
get into education, 
I think it’s really 
important that you 
invest in what works. 
New Orleans has 
better schools than it 
had before Hurricane 
Katrina, and it’s the 
only public school 
[district] in America 
where 100% of the 
schools are charter 
schools

Bill Clinton

‘

’ JS
to

ne
 /

 S
hu

tt
er

st
o

ck
.c

o
m

▶


