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Chapter 6
A Better Way: Measuring 
Charter School Success and 
Failure

Laura S. Hamilton and Brian M. Stecher

Whether charter schools are improving achievement is a subject of 
much debate among researchers, yet the criteria for measuring 
changes in academic achievement—namely, student scores on dis-

trict or state tests—are rarely debated. Since state and district standardized tests typi-
cally provide the most readily available measures of student achievement, it is hardly 
surprising that they have become the near-universal metric of evaluation. In the cur-
rent era of standards-based accountability and the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) law, 
achievement tests aligned with state content standards are arguably an appropriate way 
to measure school effectiveness at meeting generally agreed-upon goals.  

At the same time, the reliance on standardized achievement tests provides at best an 
incomplete understanding of how any school is affecting the students it serves. One 
can both recognize the utility of tracking test scores while at the same time appreciate 
that test scores do a poor job of reflecting some important outcomes, such as prepar-
ing students to enter college and the job market. In the case of charter schools, there is 
even more reason to believe that test scores are a necessary but not sufficient measure of 
school effectiveness. Charter schools were originally envisioned by many reformers as 
laboratories for innovation. They were designed, that is, not only to buttress traditional 
goals but also to promote broader ones, reach underserved populations, and otherwise 
experiment with new pedagogical approaches.

In the pages that follow, we argue that relying exclusively on test scores as metrics of 
success provides an incomplete understanding of school performance. Indeed, the singu-
lar reliance on tracking test scores could paradoxically create incentives that will reduce 
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the validity of those scores for evaluating school performance. We propose instead a set 
of measures that could be incorporated into a more comprehensive system of indicators 
of school effectiveness for both charter and traditional public schools.  

The Goals of Public Schools

Charter schools, like all public schools, are charged with promoting a variety of out-
comes deemed important to society. Specifically, public education is supposed to pro-
duce well-informed, productive, and civic-minded adults. Broadly speaking, these three 
adjectives represent the key capabilities that public schools are entrusted to develop and 
that people use to judge schools’ effectiveness.

A universal definition of our first attribute—the “well-informed” student—will always 
prove elusive. Yet most Americans would agree that well-informed students have 
learned how to read well and compute efficiently, possess basic knowledge about science, 
history, and government, and are informed about music and art. The term “achievement” 
is widely used to describe this broad class of outcomes—that is, what students know and 
are able to do in school subjects.

For many people, achievement is the most important outcome of charter schools, and 
“achievement” is often considered synonymous with “test scores.” In fact, an alternative 
way to measure student progress is in terms of “attainment.” As students mature, they 
pass various milestones that provide indirect indications of their achievement, and infor-
mation about these milestones can be used as alternatives or complements to test-based 
data. Students who are promoted from one grade to the next on schedule, complete 
enough years of high school mathematics courses to fulfill the state requirements, and 
graduate from high school all demonstrate indirect evidence of meeting educational 
goals. When schools’ attainment criteria for coursetaking, promotion, and graduation 
are combined with mastery of academic standards, measures of attainment successfully 
supplement test scores as indicators of achievement.

Schools are also supposed to help students become “productive” adults who can develop 
worthwhile careers and become contributing members of society. In addition to aca-
demic skills, productivity requires the development of career-related skills and less easy-
to-measure attributes, such as the ability to communicate effectively and work in teams. 
There is no simple term to describe the productive student, analogous, say, to achieve-
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ment for the well-informed student. But most descriptions of the broad class of produc-
tive outcomes fall under the heading of “preparation for postsecondary education and 
employment.” 

Finally, schools are charged with enabling students to become “civic-minded” adults. 
Civic-minded students are familiar with the history of the United States, know and 
endorse the principles embodied in our founding documents, and respect public institu-
tions. The concept of civic-mindedness is difficult to define and even harder to measure. 
Despite these difficulties, researchers should not overlook civic-mindedness when evalu-
ating the impact of charter schools—indeed, promoting a sense of civic obligation in 
youth is one of the original justifications for public education in the United States. 

The remainder of this chapter examines these three broad outcomes in greater detail and 
describes criteria that could be part of a more comprehensive system of indicators for 
charter schools as well as for traditional public schools. We close with a brief discussion 
of other features of charter and traditional schools that might be considered “leading 
indicators” of achievement, either because they provide necessary conditions for promot-
ing achievement or because they are strongly predictive of academic performance.  

The Limited Utility of Standardized Tests

There are many advantages to using scores from national, state, and district-wide stan-
dardized tests for comparing the academic performance of large samples of students 
over time. Less well known are the disadvantages of relying exclusively on these tests. 
The disadvantages include:

In most states and districts, only a subset of grades and subjects are 

tested. Financial, administrative, and legal constraints on testing often preclude school 
officials and researchers from obtaining useful information on student achievement in 
the earliest elementary grades or attainment in social studies or the arts. These omissions 
are particularly problematic for secondary schools, which emphasize a wide variety of 
subjects other than reading and mathematics. Another limitation associated with the 
range of grades tested under NCLB is that in many cases the testing fails to provide 
information about student growth during the entire time students are enrolled in a 
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school. For instance, at the elementary level, the typical NCLB testing schedule provides 
no information until the end of third grade.  

Most tests emphasize the lower-level skills that are easier to measure 

using multiple-choice or short answer items. Even when states claim that 
they have verified the alignment between tests and standards, these tests are capturing 
only a subset of the content contained in the standards.1 Moreover, the match between 
curriculum and tests is often weak. For example, a rise in scores on a general mathemat-
ics achievement test in high school is unlikely to reflect the full extent of what was 
learned by students enrolled in geometry or other higher-level mathematics courses.    

High-stakes test scores can become inflated over time. A large body 
of research suggests that attaching high stakes to test scores can lead to a phenom-
enon known as “score inflation,” whereby apparent gains in test scores overstate actual 
improvement in achievement.2 This problem occurs if teachers shift their instruction to 
focus only on tested material in the format used by the test rather than the full domain 
of knowledge the test is supposed to represent, or when teachers devote excessive time 
to test preparation. In addition, NCLB’s penalties for schools with significant numbers 
of students who test below the proficient level may encourage reallocation of teach-
ers’ attention to students who are close to proficient to nudge them over the threshold, 
potentially distorting the meaning of proficiency and judgments based on it. 

Test scores cannot easily be compared across jurisdictions. There is cur-
rently no measure of achievement that can provide good national estimates of charter 
school effectiveness. Any effort to combine information across jurisdictions using differ-
ent tests will need to address differences in content, format, difficulty, stakes, and other 
characteristics of the tests and state and local accountability systems.

At best, relying solely on test scores to measure achievement provides an incomplete 
understanding of a school’s impact. At worst, the singular reliance on test scores can 
provide a severely distorted view of school effectiveness.

One way to address the limitations of existing standardized tests is to combine infor-
mation from these tests with information from other available measures of student 
achievement. These might include district-administered assessments that are not part 
of the state or district accountability system, interim or benchmark assessments, or stu-
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dent work samples that are gathered in a systematic way. Other tests, such as college 
admissions tests or Advanced Placement Exams, are typically taken by only a subset of 
the student population but might be useful for assessing some aspects of charter school 
achievement. However, all of these additional measures have limitations, including the 
selective nature of the population of students who take some of these tests, the lack of 
consistent measures over time for some tests, and the lack of standardized administra-
tion conditions, particularly for interim tests and work samples.  

Measuring Outcomes Other than Achievement on Tests

Although the primacy of achievement test scores in most charter school studies is 
understandable and generally appropriate, researchers can compile a fuller picture of 
the educational effects of charter schools by examining other indicators. The indica-
tors listed here do not cover the full scope of the three broad goals listed earlier, but 
are limited to attributes that show the most promise for being measured feasibly and 
accurately. The relevance of these outcomes to charter school effectiveness may vary in 
elementary and secondary schools, but most charter school families are likely to consider 
them important measures of success.3 It would also be important to collect the same 
information from traditional public schools, both to ensure the availability of appropri-
ate comparison data and to hold traditional schools accountable for the same broad set 
of outcomes that are being measured in charter schools. Alternate, supplementary mea-
sures for evaluating the effectiveness of charter schools include the following4:

At tainment

Graduation rates. The likelihood that a student will receive a high school 
diploma is arguably one of the most important academic outcomes to consider 
when examining charter school impacts. Although graduation is clearly most 
relevant for high school students, it might also become a long-term indicator of 
success in elementary and middle school.  
Retention/promotion rates. Examining student retention and the characteristics 
of students who are held back is helpful for understanding how charter schools 
affect educational attainment—and could be important for interpreting test-
score trends. Promotion rates are likely to vary across states and districts, in part 
as a function of policy differences surrounding promotion criteria.  
Transfers to other schools. Although transfers might not be considered an out-
come of interest for most schools, the numbers of students who transfer out of a 
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school, and the types of schools into which they transfer (for example, alternative 
schools), are relevant for understanding how charter schools affect their students. 

Productivit y

Enrollment in college-preparatory or advanced coursework. One measure of a 
high school’s contribution to the development of productive adults is the per-
centage of students who complete the courses required to qualify for college 
admission. High schools can accelerate students’ progress through college by 
offering advanced coursework, such as Advanced Placement or International 
Baccalaureate classes. Enrollment in advanced coursework at the secondary level 
can also be considered a useful proxy for tracking the development of productive 
students by elementary and middle schools.
Participation in college-admissions testing programs (SAT, PSAT, ACT). The 
percentage of students who take admissions tests provides additional informa-
tion about the extent to which schools are producing students who expect to 
pursue postsecondary education.
College readiness. One simple measure for evaluating if students who gradu-
ate from a particular charter school are adequately prepared for postsecondary 
education is to track whether those students enroll in remedial coursework in 
college. 
Postsecondary educational attainment. A critical outcome of K-12 schooling for 
both parents and policymakers is where students go to college after completing 
high school. Although the data needs are daunting, several states are developing 
monitoring systems that will permit some tracking and analysis of the propor-
tion of students who attend two- and four-year colleges, the percentage who 
eventually receive degrees, the quality of institutions attended, and the specific 
degree programs pursued.
Employment and earnings. Roughly one third of high school graduates choose 
not to attend college immediately after graduating from high school.5 For these 
students, researchers and others would benefit from having data on the types of 
careers they pursue and the amount of money they earn. Employment and earn-
ings could also be examined for students who do attend postsecondary institu-
tions. At present, a few states are able to link school attendance records with 
state unemployment insurance files to track employment status and earnings. 
Enrollment in occupational/vocational programs. Many students benefit from 
taking occupational and vocational courses while in high school. For example, 
among students who go directly into the labor market, those who have taken 
vocational courses achieve higher wages.6 In addition, many of the students who 
enroll in college have taken vocational technical courses. Vocational coursetaking 
provides another indicator of a school’s contribution to the eventual productivity 
of its students.
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Civic-Mindedness

Civic values. Some critics of school choice fear that public schools like charters 
that depart from the neighborhood school model will produce citizens who are 
less civic-minded and community oriented. Civic values and attitudes such as 
tolerance and patriotism have been measured in a variety of school choice stud-
ies.7 These measures could be used as a source of information about civic out-
comes of charter schools. 
Civic actions. Similarly, it might be possible to measure the extent to which  
charter school students or graduates engage in activities that demonstrate civic  
participation, such as voting or volunteering.  

“Leading Indicators” of Charter School Performance

In addition to developing some alternative criteria for assessing charter school out-
comes, researchers could also create a system of “leading indicators” of charter school 
performance that contribute significantly to the success or failure of charter schools. 
These leading indicators are not measures of outcomes as such, but are germane none-
theless to evaluating charter school performance. Researchers should not revert whole-
sale to analyzing inputs and processes in charter schools. Yet selected aspects of school 
structure and process can shed light on differing outcomes among charter schools or 
between charter and traditional public schools. Researchers, for example, could consider 
the following:  

Structur al Elements 8

Safety.  Unsafe and dangerous schools threaten students’ well-being and inter-
fere with their learning, so it is appropriate to measure whether charter schools 
offer safe havens for learning. Several surveys and other data collection tech-
niques have been developed to assess the severity of threats to student safety, 
including the availability of alcohol and drugs and the presence of threats, bully-
ing, and intimidation.9

Teacher quality. Researchers cannot define with certainty the characteristics 
of effective teachers, but they do know that good teachers are critical to stu-
dent achievement. At a minimum, studies of charter schools should determine 
whether teachers have knowledge in the subject(s) they teach. Research evidence 
suggests that subject matter knowledge is an important characteristic of effective 
teachers, particularly at the secondary level.  
Class size. There is strong experimental evidence that class size matters in stu-
dent learning, particularly in the early grades.10 Care needs to be taken that mea-
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sures of class size reflect the actual number of students in each classroom rather 
than the overall pupil-to-teacher ratio.  
Grade conf iguration. Most public schools are divided into elementary schools 
(grades kindergarten through fifth), middle schools (grades six through eight), 
and high schools (grades nine through twelve). Alternative arrangements, such as 
K-8, are preferred by some educators and parents because they require students 
to go through fewer transitions and are thought to offer more positive environ-
ments for learning.11 Different grade configurations are important distinguishing 
features of some charter schools.  

Process Measures

Exposure to content. Students do not learn course content that they have never 
seen, so tracking exposure to content can reveal telltale information about stu-
dent outcomes. At the elementary level, exposure to content has been measured 
through teacher reports of content coverage and reviews of curriculum materials. 
At the secondary level, exposure can also be measured in terms of access to, and 
participation in, courses and course sequences that lead to mastery of advanced 
content.
Time on task. The amount of learning time in the school day is a strong predic-
tor of achievement. Time on task can be measured broadly in terms of the length 
of school day and year, but more sophisticated measures would track the time 
students spend engaged in learning activities.
Instructional support. Learning is facilitated by a variety of supporting materi-
als and equipment, including textbooks and supplemental learning materials, 
supplies and equipment for experimentation, libraries with current reference 
materials, access to the Internet and online resources, and supplemental staff 
with expertise in science, mathematics, or other complex subject matter. All these 
types of learning supports can be measured with relative ease.
Attendance. Students who are absent from school are unlikely to learn, and 
sustained poor attendance is associated with poor academic performance. Large 
differences in attendance rates are good predictors of academic outcomes—and 
attendance data are easy enough to obtain from existing records.
Participation in athletic and arts programs. Participation in athletic and artistic 
programs are considered intermediate outcomes because they may lead to higher 
achievement and mastery of skills that have career implications.  Athletic and 
artistic performance opens the way to work and careers for some students; in 
addition, these activities foster other desirable attributes, such as perseverance, 
discipline, and the ability to work in teams.  
Parent satisfaction. Charter schools depend on parent satisfaction for their exis-
tence, and it seems sensible to include measures of satisfaction as an indicator of 
how well schools are meeting the needs of students and families. Monitoring the 
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existence and size of wait lists would provide one indication of how satisfied par-
ents are with the school’s offerings.

Discussion

It is unrealistic to expect that all or even most of the data highlighted in the preceding 
pages will be available at charter schools in the near future. Nonetheless, enriching and 
expanding the availability of high-quality data would increase educators, parents, and 
voters’ access to indicators of charter school performance, and the promise of a better-
informed future makes it worth thinking about what a comprehensive indicator system 
should include. 

Policymakers confront a number of obvious obstacles to creating such a system. Perhaps 
the most transparent obstacle is a lack of data. Some of the outcomes and processes dis-
cussed here (like civic-mindedness) are rarely measured, and when they are measured, 
they may not be measured well. Other outcomes and processes might be measured—but 
we lack the data infrastructure to link these measures to other student information in a 
way that will allow us to interpret them accurately. To cite one example, developing data 
systems that track students from the K-12 system into college and the workplace is an 
especially challenging endeavor, though some states are beginning to tackle the problem.  

A second concern stems from the well-known problem that performance measures are 
often corrupted, particularly when high stakes are attached to them. This problem was 
discussed earlier in the context of high-stakes tests, but it applies to other measures 
as well. In fact, some of the indicators proposed earlier might be even more subject to 
manipulation than test scores. One of the advantages of a system that uses multiple 
measures of school performance (as outlined here) is that it is more resistant to corrup-
tion than a system based on a single or a small set of measures.12 Still, it is important to 
devise strategies for monitoring the validity of indicators over time—and in cases where 
corruption is evident or likely, to develop audit mechanisms to detect it.  

A crucial advantage of assessing charter schools with more comprehensive criteria is 
that evaluations can also be customized to address the needs of different schools and 
groups active in the charter school movement. In the researcher’s ideal world, parents, 
educators, and lawmakers assessing charter schools would review and assess all the 
information available about charter schools before reaching conclusions about their per-
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formance. However, the reality is that district administrators are likely to be interested 
in a somewhat different set of measures than, say, parents or state policymakers. In the-
ory, it is possible to develop a comprehensive system of indicators that could meet the 
needs of all users. But in practice it is more likely that researchers will find themselves 
providing different sets of indicators to distinct interest groups to help policymakers 
make well-informed assessments and avoid information overload.  

Similarly, even once a comprehensive set of indicators is established, policymakers are 
unlikely to expect the same results at all charter schools. In what instances should edu-
cators and parents accept differences in outcomes that stem from variations in curricu-
lum, instruction, or other school characteristics? Charter schools with a thematic focus, 
such as business, health, or technology, may reasonably be expected to achieve different 
outcomes than charter schools of a more traditional scope. Charter schools are rich and 
varied, and the reading and mathematics test scores currently used to assess charters 
provide at best an incomplete picture of their effectiveness. A comprehensive set of indi-
cators that allows for customizing analysis might be a way of addressing the fact that a 
core set of outcomes should be of interest to all schools, and an additional set of criteria 
will be of primary interest to a subset of charter schools. 

The more comprehensive, high-quality data that analysts can bring to the charter school 
debate, the better. But researchers, parents, and educators need not feel handcuffed by 
imperfect data. Given the narrowness of most current charter school assessments, broad-
ening the evaluation agenda may yet demonstrate that we still have a lot to learn about 
the full impact of charter schools.
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