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In March 2013, CRPE convened a group of experts, from leading 
economists to special education authorities, to determine the best ways 
for researchers to assess the learning and socio-emotional outcomes of 
charter school students with special needs.
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Introduction

students with disabilities? In other words, do charter 

1

claim that many charters use their autonomy to educate 

As with many debates concerning charter schools, 

2 

3 Missing entirely from this 
how well 

charter schools serve the students who choose to attend

schools? 

to determine the best ways for researchers to assess 
the learning and socio-emotional outcomes of charter 

associated with and recommendations for designing the 

Challenges

outcomes for charter school students with disabilities 

methodological limitations, and inconsistencies in state 

INCONSISTENT IDENTIFICATION AND 
MEASUREMENT ISSUES.

Further, schools and districts differ in how they determine 

4
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to consider these decisions—like whether students are 

Relatedly, charter schools and district-run schools 

 How do we begin to understand how 

that information into a rigorous study of charter school 
outcomes for students with disabilities?

An additional challenge is related to the outcomes data 

While these accommodations are often assumed to 

use of accommodations can in many cases alter scores 
 Also, 

Indeed, regardless of whether a school is a charter or 

RESEARCH DESIGN CONCERNS. Once 
researchers come to a better understanding of who 

education and carefully consider what outcomes to 

Lottery systems are useful for research in that they 

Charter Schools and Students with Disabilities: A National 
Study

The Economics of School Choice

emedial and Special Education
 The American Prospect 
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-

Policy and Power in Inclusive Education: Values into Practice
Journal of Special Education

Assessing Students with Disabilities: Issues and Evidence

 
Procedures and Standards Handbook



Center on Reinventing Public Education  |  CRPE.org 4

10 Parents of 

the necessary counterfactual condition of students who 

11

across students and sites, and outcomes must be 

outcomes among students with and without disabilities in 

12 

13 

INCONSISTENCIES IN STATE POLICY 
CONTEXTS. Just as we see heterogeneity within the 

to measure outcomes for students with disabilities using 

14

students with disabilities, the kinds of accommodations 

Additionally, charter schools are granted legal authority 

Key Issues in Studying Charter Schools and Achievement: A Review and Suggestions for National Guidelines, 

Intervention in School and Clinic 
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heterogeneity among charter schools, since some are 

state to charter and district-run schools in another lacks 

AVAILABILITY OF HIGH-QUALITY AND 
ACCURATE DATA. Often, the data researchers 

disabilities—because they lack the resources or trained 

needs from enrolling or staying, or for other reasons yet 

with mild to moderate disabilities as a result of small 

course-taking, that information may be fraught with 

Recommendations

DEAL FIRST WITH THE QUESTION OF 
WHO CONSTITUTES THE SPECIAL 
EDUCATION POPULATION. Before we can ask 
whether students are better off in charter schools than if 

students with disabilities make decisions about whether 

of students in and out of charter schools, and in and out 

In this way, research that informs our understanding 

, 

Project Intersect: Studying Special Education in Charter Schools
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CONSIDER OTHER OUTCOMES AND 
RESEARCH QUESTIONS IN ADDITION TO 
TEST SCORES. 

students with disabilities, it would be useful to consider 

 For instance, high 

grows and matures, its students are more likely to be 

Researchers should look at non-academic outcomes 

acting out, social withdrawal, and resilience, constitute 

rate himself as less resilient than if he attended a school 

we can marshal socio-emotional measures toward 

accountable for results, and do the current methods for 

funds increase when a school enrolls more students with 

districts and charter schools collaborate, and whether 

The Future of Children Changes Over 
Time in the Early Postschool Outcomes of Youth with Disabilities

district-charter collaboration
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START LOCAL. 

a national study of outcomes would be too fraught with 

Massachusetts Institute of Technology and a member of 

consider whole districts, markets where charter schools 

leaders who are interested in knowing the outcomes for 

FOCUS ON MIDDLE AND HIGH SCHOOLS. 

outcomes for students who entered charter school 
lotteries are less likely to be tracked at the elementary 

students, researchers following these students will 

focused on elementary school students do not always 

much more fruitful to focus on middle and high schools, 

CAPITALIZE ON NONTRADITIONAL DATA 
SOURCES. Although challenges abound with the 

suggesting that these data should be abandoned 

could ask families directly why they chose or did not 

recommended reaching out to large, federally funded 

know that education technology is increasingly used 

 Researchers should look into whether 
these technological tools contain built-in assessments 
and how such assessments might be used to measure 

Journal of Policy Analysis and Management
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Conclusion

measure outcomes of students with disabilities in charter 

challenges that in some ways act as barriers to the 

useful research on how students with disabilities fare in 

commissioning studies that attend to the challenges and 

start would be for such agencies to commission a series 

Foundation, has begun to commission studies related to 

Researchers will use school enrollment lottery data to 
estimate whether students who enroll in charter schools 


