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CHARTER SCHOOL EFFECTS ON ACHIEVEMENT: WHERE WE ARE AND WHERE WE’RE GOING Mark Berends, Caroline Watral, Bettie Teasley & Anna Nicotera



The debate about charter school effects on student achievement rages on. It seems every study released to the public and picked up by the media fuels the fire of proponents and critics alike. Yet, those who have conducted research on choice issues (and school reform in general) know that analyses are frequently complicated and findings are subject to caveats. Analyses and findings depend on context, methodology, and data availability, among other things. The challenge is to have school, teacher and student samples sustained over time to see whether—and under what conditions—charter schools are effective or ineffective in increasing student achievement. A recent report on charter schools by Henry Braun, Frank Jenkins and Wendy Grigg (2006) of ETS for the U.S. Department of Education provides more debate fodder for charter school critics and advocates. The report examines fourth grade mathematics and reading achievement differences between charter and regular public schools in the 2003 National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP). The report found that charter school students had lower mathematics and reading achievement scores when compared with their counterparts in regular public schools. Although the report has some important descriptive analyses, it also has several shortcomings, some of which the authors are clear in describing. Nonetheless, it’s one more in the increasing number of charter school studies that people are using to help answer the question: Do charter schools work? The problem is, it’s the wrong question. Because charter schools and the students attending them vary, the question instead needs to be “Under what
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conditions do charter schools work?” That is, what teaching and learning is occurring in charter schools vis-à-vis regular public schools, and what organizational conditions that support positive teaching and learning environments in these schools promote student achievement? Understanding the conditions under which reforms such as charter schools can work is essential for creating better policy and better opportunities for students in our schools. In this paper, we review where we are in terms of charter school effects on student achievement and describe where we might go to better understand charter school effects across various studies. First, we review charter school research on student achievement and assess the reviews of charter school studies. Second, we argue that research is at a point where we can begin to outline a more systematic, rigorous meta-analysis of charter school studies for a clearer understanding of their effects on student achievement. Third, we argue along with others that we need to open up the black box of charter schools, including gathering data on instructional and organizational conditions that promote achievement as well as unpacking the curricular and instructional differences among charter and regular public schools and classrooms. In short, this paper describes some of the ongoing research activities of the National Center on School Choice (NCSC) here at Vanderbilt and at several other institutions, including the Brookings Institution, Brown University, Harvard University, Stanford University, the National Bureau of Economic Research, Northwest Evaluation Association, and the University of Indianapolis.1 The NCSC aims to conduct rigorous, independent research on school choice to inform policy and practice. As such, the Center is conducting several differing projects on vouchers, charter schools, magnet schools, private schools, school transfer options under No Child Left Behind, and home schooling. This conference on charter schools incorporates some of that ongoing research. 1



The NCSC is funded by a grant from the Institute for Education Sciences in the U.S. Department of Education.
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WHERE WE ARE: MIXED RESULTS FOR CHARTER SCHOOL EFFECTS Within the past decade, educational researchers have made progress in understanding the effects of charter schools, though definitive answers about effects on achievement remain elusive. At the time of his review of the school choice literature published in Educational Researcher in 1999, Dan Goldhaber stated that “charter schools are too new for quantitative assessment of the impact they might have on educational outcomes” (p. 19). Since then, many studies have emerged, as have reviews of these studies. For example, in their recent review of the literature, Hill et al. (2006) identify five published meta-analyses that examine the impact of charter schools on student achievement.2 The approaches and rigor of these analyses vary significantly. Specifically, the publications that attempt to synthesize the research on the academic achievement of charter schools vary insofar as the study inclusion criteria (e.g., year of study publication, methodology, etc.) and type of analysis (providing qualitative descriptions of the studies or attempting to systematically quantify differences and calculating an effect size). Here, we briefly describe these studies. In the next section, we go on to discuss how systematic meta-analysis may contribute to understanding academic achievement in charter schools. Miron and Nelson (2001) reviewed research on the impact of charter schools on student achievement and ultimately concluded that there was a dearth of “systematic empirical studies” on the topic as of 2001. The authors present an overall impact rating based on the direction and magnitude of the observed impact of attendance at a charter school on student achievement, and
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Our review of prior meta-analyses includes those that were identified in the Hill, Angel & Christensen (2006) study. Therefore, these studies were not all self-identified as meta-analyses and the authors may not have intended them to be interpreted as such.
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weight the impact rating by its methodological quality.3 Study inclusion was limited to those that analyzed standardized test results and that were relatively recent at the time of their investigation. After examining the fifteen studies that met the inclusion criteria, Nelson and Miron contend that the charter impact appears to be mixed or “very slightly positive.” However, they also caution that their results may be influenced by the lack of rigorous studies of charter achievement in states that have large numbers of charter schools. In 2004, multiple high-profile studies were released with conflicting findings regarding the impact of charter schools on student achievement (for example, see American Federation of Teachers, 2004; Hoxby, 2004; U.S. Department of Education, 2004a). Weighing in on the debate, The Charter School Dust-up by Carnoy, Jacobsen, Mishel & Rothstein (2005) presents a reanalysis of the NAEP data, on which the AFT report was based, to find that charter school students have the same or lower test scores than traditional public school students in almost every demographic category.4 The authors argue that the data do not support the contention that charter school performance improves as the charter school gains experience or remains in operation over time. Carnoy et al. (2005) also review various state-level studies of charter school achievement. The researchers reported the average performance effect for each of the 19 studies and provided a description of the controls and methods utilized in each study. The charter schools were found to have a negative effect based on nineteen studies conducted in
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The authors concede that a typical meta-analysis would attempt to extract an overall effect size for each study, but this was complicated due to the variety of measures and methods utilized across the studies (pg. 12). 4 The authors found one statistically significant difference between charter and traditional public school students: African American charter school students’ scores are lower than African American traditional public school students who are not free/reduced price lunch-eligible in central cities (see pg. 68).
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eleven states and the District of Columbia. Specifically, the researchers find that the average performance of charter schools falls below that of traditional public schools.5 In Charter Schools’ Performance and Accountability: A Disconnect, Bracey (2005) provides detailed, qualitative descriptions of various studies at the state and national levels. Although the descriptions are thorough, the analysis falls short of properly utilizing metaanalytic procedures that would yield comparable, standardized effect sizes. Vanourek (2005) examines the status of the charter school movement as of 2005, focusing on the expansion of charter schools, academic performance, accountability, impact, politics and support of charters. One of the unsurprising findings in the report is that not enough evidence is available regarding the achievement of students in charter schools over time. In Studying Achievement in Charter Schools: What Do We Know? Hassel (2005) summarizes 38 comparative analyses of charter and traditional public schools’ performance. Several criteria had to be met in order to be included in the analysis: 1) The study had to be recent—all were released in or after 2001; 2) The study had to compare charter students’ achievement on standardized tests with that of traditional public school students; 3) Rigorous methodology had to be utilized in the analysis; and 4) The study must have examined a significant segment of the charter sector.6 The central findings and methodological strengths and weaknesses of each study are delineated in tabular form to allow comparisons across studies. Hassel found the methodological quality to vary across charter studies. Hassel argues that seventeen of the studies, which utilize data only from one point in time, fail to examine how much progress students and schools are making over time; therefore, they are of limited use in
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Some of the studies do show positive gains for students in charter schools relative to students in traditional public schools, but the authors argue that most of the studies do not. Therefore, an argument could be made that their analysis also presents mixed results or findings on the effects of charter schools on academic achievement. 6 With the exception of two, all studies examined state-wide, multi-state or national data.
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drawing conclusions regarding the effectiveness of charter schools. Twenty-one of the studies attempt to examine change over time in student or school performance; of these, nine follow individual students over time (Hassel, 2005). The Hill et al. (2006) study identified forty-one studies focusing on test scores. These studies involve schools in thirteen states—five in California, four in Texas, and three in Florida. Nine of the forty-one studies compared student achievement across two or more states; five of these nine studies attempt to discern trends across “studies in single states, using disparate samples and methods” (Hill et al., 2006, 140). The analyses in this report find that the results are mixed, with some positive findings for charter schools and some negative. Overall, Hill et al. find that the charter school studies in their review show null or mixed findings; any differences are not strong. This study reviews the difficulties encountered in assessing charter school performance and the limits of charter school research (e.g., limited outcome measures available such as test scores). A few trends in these studies are worth noting. First is the growing number of studies available over time. Although there is significant overlap in the analyses, the available literature is expanding. Each of the reviews was able to include more studies as the charter school sector and associated research increased across more states. Second, it is evident that the charter school research has yielded mixed findings on charter schools’ impact on student achievement. Finally, although the above-mentioned articles have provided a start in examining charter school research, they all fall short in utilizing meta-analytic procedures. Due to their strict eligibility criteria, they risk publication bias due to study omission. With the exception of Miron and Nelson’s (2001) analysis, the other works are essentially descriptive.
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WHERE WE’RE GOING Charter School Effects on Achievement: Toward a Meta-Analysis There is a consistent message across the studies discussed above—a need to improve methodological rigor and to address the mixed results that frame all charter school research. At a time when the lack of “apples to apples” comparisons is a common refrain, the need to form a framework for the standardization of analyses of the current knowledge base is crucial. This framework can be provided by meta-analysis. According to Lipsey and Wilson (2001), “Meta-analysis can be understood as a form of survey research in which research reports, rather than people, are surveyed” (p. 1). Meta-analysis is a method for aggregating and comparing the findings of different research studies in a systematic manner that allows for meaningful comparison of a particular body of research. The systematic coding of study characteristics allows researchers to examine the relationships between study findings and study elements such as nature of treatment, research design and measurement procedures. Meta-analysis synthesizes literature in order to move to a more cohesive conclusion or conclusions about what we know about a topic. Particularly useful in areas where there are consistently contradictory or mixed impact results, meta-analysis can disentangle impacts by looking across studies. It can identify whether the variance found in the sample of studies is within the studies or between them. In so doing, such analysis can determine if differences in effect sizes are in fact due to intervention factors or instead due to elements related to implementation, evaluation or research methods. Prior attempts in the literature to perform meta-analyses on charter school effects have fallen short of what rigorous meta-analysis standards require. For example, most of the analyses identified as meta-analyses up to this point are more akin to detailed literature reviews. Only one
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(Miron and Nelson, 2001) has approached the charter school literature with the quantitative methodology required to make conclusions with standardized findings across studies. Another (Hill et al., 2006) makes a first step toward meta-analytic methodology by vote-counting effect direction and cross-tabulating these effects with study methodology. The remaining articles do not rise to the standards of meta-analysis as a stand-alone methodology and serve more to summarize the literature in a qualitative manner. The aforementioned studies have several shortcomings either collectively or individually where meta-analysis is concerned. First, there is significant publication bias with study eligibility criteria set to include only published studies. The evidence of publication as a proxy for research quality is tentative; meta-analysis methodology literature argues in favor of including both published and unpublished studies to avoid the upward bias found when only published studies are considered (Lipsey & Wilson, 2001). Second, many additional studies, written since 2001, may allow for new insights, and refinements can be made to prior reviews that allow for an expansion of eligible studies. These refinements consist of the addition of unpublished studies and the calculation of standardized effect sizes—including the standardization of multivariate results. Third, none of the meta-analyses thus far has attempted to address the statistical significance of the magnitude or direction of charter school effects; this is a needed addition to the literature. Although we propose a charter school meta-analysis that addresses these methodological concerns, challenges remain in the process of standardizing the findings from charter school studies.



Organization of the Proposed Meta-analysis According to Lipsey and Wilson (2001) there are four distinct advantages to using metaanalysis: 1) It imposes a discipline on the process of summarizing research findings; 2) It allows
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key findings to be represented in a more differentiated manner than traditional review procedures such as qualitative summaries or “vote-counting” on statistical significance; 3) Meta-analysis reveals relationships that are obscured in other approaches to summarizing research findings; and 4) Meta-analysis provides a systematic method to handling information from a large number of studies and findings. We propose a meta-analysis that will systematically explore the impacts of charter schools so that the mixed results that characterize current literature can be better understood. Additionally, we propose a meta-analysis that will address the methodological approaches used to evaluate charter school effects up to this point. This will capitalize on the aforementioned strengths of the methodology. Each of the charter school effectiveness studies will be systematically coded to capture study characteristics, study design/methodology characteristics and potential moderator variables of interest. Broad inclusion criteria will be utilized to identify studies. Eligible studies will involve students in grades K-12 in the United States (excluding territories) and involve the use of charter schools to improve student academic achievement or other learning outcomes. In order to qualify for inclusion, studies must use standardized test scores (e.g., NAEP scores, state test scores, SATs or ACTs) as outcome measures. Quantitative data must be reported for at least one qualifying outcome variable. The outcome data may be measured at the student level, the classroom level, the school level, or the state level. Published and unpublished studies are eligible, including refereed journals, non-refereed journals, dissertations, government reports, and technical and evaluation reports. Given the purpose of this meta-analysis to summarize the empirical evidence on charter school effects, and given the potential upward bias of published studies, all studies are deemed eligible regardless of
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publication form. Study dates of publication or reporting must be 1991—the year the first charter school opened—or later. To conduct broad searches of the charter school research, we used several approaches. We searched various electronic databases including the Social Science Citation Index (SSCI), ProQuest, Education Resources Information Center (ERIC) database, Dissertation Abstracts, and others. We conducted generalized searches of the World Wide Web (including search engines such as Google). We also searched specific organization and state government websites, as well as education conference proceedings from 2003-present. This exhaustive review has resulted in a count of 122 studies, which we are in the process of systematically reviewing to determine sample overlap and final eligibility.



Proposed Meta-analyses Our meta-analysis is designed to include both pre-post tests and multivariate analyses. This approach stems from what the literature can offer. Many of the more rigorous, peerrecognized works on charter school effects come from studies that utilize multivariate methods, specifically regression, student fixed effects models and multi-level growth models. Although these methods stand out as rigorous because they include statistical controls, they do not lend themselves as easily to standard effect size calculation as is required in meta-analysis. To capture the most from the available literature, our analysis will occur in two phases. The first phase requires analysis of the direction of effect, similar to that found in Hill et al. (2006). The contribution of our extension to their work will be the increased literature used as well as the use of different moderator variables to inform our discussion. The second phase is a broader contribution in that we will standardize measures for the magnitude of effect, allowing a standard effect size to be analyzed across studies. We will calculate the effect size using the
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unstandardized regression coefficient and the standard deviation of the dependent variable. Thus we can calculate the standardized mean difference effect size for studies using multivariate analysis. This will allow for moderator analysis on the magnitude of effect. This meta-analytic approach will contribute to the current discussions around inconsistent conclusions about the charter school effect on achievement. However, it is not without its limitations. Although a more quantitative approach will be utilized with the standardized effect sizes of magnitude, our two-step design will still lack the ability to assert statistical significance. A possible third step will include the need for data supplements from many of the study authors so we can adequately capture multivariate analyses. Our departure from prior approaches, which we argue is an improvement to the literature, could also be seen as a weakness. Meta-analysis that combines studies using different methodologies can sometimes require over-simplification of study hetereogeneity in order to standardize the variables across studies (Lipsey & Wilson, 2001). Therefore, studies utilizing weak methodological practices must be included in the metaanalysis along with studies of the highest methodological quality. We respond to this potential issue by ensuring that methodological differences are part of our empirical analysis so that the rigor of the study can be used as a control in assessing the impact across studies.7 Also, studies that utilize questionable methodology can be addressed in one of two ways, either by correcting the calculation of effect sizes or by removing the questionable studies from the final analysis of impact (Lipsey & Wilson, 2001). We anticipate our meta-analysis will shed light on the question of charter school impacts overall but will be more definitive in exposing the large methodological gaps in the current literature on charter school and achievement relationships. On the one hand, these gaps will
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It is known that method variation can produce different if not contradictory effects (see Ballou, Teasley & Ziedner, (2006).
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likely identify the need for more rigor in researching charter schools. This in turn may point to experimental designs where data is collected from randomized field trials. On the other hand, although random assignment is considered the “gold standard” in research, there may be methodological concerns with too much emphasis placed on random assignment—associated with generalizability in the selection bias of schools studied (Betts, Hill et al., 2006). For example, random assignment studies in the charter school literature have thus far utilized natural randomization found in the charter lottery system. There is the potential for selection bias in the school samples studied, since by definition they must oversubscribed, making them likely to vary significantly from schools that are not oversubscribed; thus, external validity may be affected. Although further random assignment studies will enhance the charter school literature, strong quasi-experimental research designs will also add to our understanding of the differences between charter schools and traditional public schools.



Charter School Effects in Indianapolis: Opening Up the Black Box A growing body of research on charter school effects would benefit from systematic meta-analysis, but additional studies are certainly needed. Few systematically measure what is taking place inside charter schools compared with regular public schools. That is, research has failed to open the “black box” of charter schools (Betts & Hill et al., 2006; Betts & Loveless, 2005; Gill et al., 2001, Hassel, 2005). As Hess and Loveless (2005, p. 88) state, “Only by understanding how and why these programs work will we be able to replicate their benefits.” Moreover, a recent consensus panel of prominent researchers on choice recently concluded that researchers should seek to distinguish among schools of choice in terms of effectiveness, and to distinguish the reasons for those differences (Betts & Hill et al., 2006, p. 24). They go on to say
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that such research requires detailed information about curriculum, instruction, organizational conditions that promote achievement, and teacher characteristics and qualifications. In response to the calls for understanding how charter schools impact student outcomes and what is going on inside the schools, we are conducting a study in the NCSC on charter schools in Indianapolis with our colleagues Drs. Ruth Green and Zora Ziazi of the Center of Excellence in Leadership of Learning (CELL) at the University of Indianapolis. Together, we are focusing on three principal goals. First, we are working toward an impact study that will analyze achievement gains of students who win the lotteries of charter schools and compare them to students who lose the lotteries and attend regular public schools in that city. Second, we are using a quasi-experimental, longitudinal research design to compare charter schools to a matched control group of regular public schools over three to five academic years. This provides the opportunity to conduct a process-oriented assessment of the charter schools and matched regular public schools that will examine organizational conditions that promote achievement, as well as the alignment of curriculum and instructional practices to academic content standards and assessments to open the black box of schooling. As the first two goals are not independent of one another, we will also look closely at how the organizational and instructional practices that we identify are related to student achievement in the two school types. Finally, we will provide the charter schools and regular public schools in this study with formative assessments that link organizational and instructional practices with student outcomes. Specifically, reports will be created for each school that describe content coverage, cognitive complexity of instruction, and the alignment of instruction with academic standards and assessments. The district and schools can use this feedback to guide instructional decisions and professional development practices, as well as gauge the impact of school practices on student achievement.
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Teaching and Learning Conditions Enabling Student Achievement It has long been recognized that meaningful school improvement cannot take place without changing the core of teaching and learning (see Gamoran et al., 1997; Oakes, Gamoran, & Page, 1992). However, today there is a greater understanding that clear standards and strong incentives by themselves are not sufficient to change teaching and learning. Instead, there needs to be a focus on “capacity-building”—that is, building those elements that are needed to support effective instruction (Massell, 1998). To build this capacity it is critical to support professional development that improves teachers’ knowledge and skills, providing appropriate curriculum frameworks and materials, and organizing and allocating resources through school improvement planning. Understanding the key indicators of school improvement is important as schools face overwhelming demands and accountability pressures. The specific constructs for the organizational conditions that enable student achievement addressed in our research and outlined by Goldring et al. (2006) include: o Shared mission and goals that establish educational priorities and clear sets of academic activities to fulfill the mission and goals (Newmann, 2002; Newmann et al., 1996) o Principal leadership in setting the school’s vision and mission and providing instructional direction (Berends et al., 2002b; Brookover et al., 1979; Edmonds, 1979; Louis, Marks, & Kruse, 1996; Purkey & Smith, 1983; Spillane, 1996) o Expectations for instruction & focus on student achievement (see Newmann, 1996; 2002; Newmann and Wehlage, 1995) o Instructional program coherence of interrelated educational programs for students and staff that are guided by a common framework for curricular, instructional, assessment,
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and teaching and learning environment pursued over a sustained time period (see Newmann, Smith, Allensworth, and Bryk, 2001a, 2001b, Berends et al., 2002a) o Expert teachers supported by coherent, consistent professional development (Cohen & Hill, 2001; Desimone et al., 2002; Garet et al., 2001; Kennedy, 1998; Porter et al., 2000, Darling-Hammond, 1997) o Professional community of teachers who cooperate, coordinate and learn from each other to improve instruction and develop the curriculum (Louis, Kruse, & Marks, 1996; Marks & Louis, 1997; Little, 2002) Curriculum and Instruction Aligned to Standards and Assessments Research suggests that principals and teachers in effective schools are not only dedicated to high standards and expectations, but they spend considerable effort on aligning curriculum content with standards and assessments. Moreover, they reflect critically on their pedagogy and rely on instructional strategies identified in respectable research as effective. In addition, when adopting school and classroom interventions and strategies, staffs in effective schools seek to make the efforts coherent and consistent across the school to support student learning. Establishing such coherence and consistency across pedagogy and content aligned to standards involves a continuous focus on how the school staff coordinates across and within grade levels. It also involves attention to how the school’s common standards are coordinated across subject areas, departments, and the different types of students it serves (Bryk et al., 1993; Newmann et al., 1996; Newmann et al., 2001a). Moreover, schools that aim to align instruction with challenging standards rely on flexible instructional grouping arrangements that provide opportunities for all types of students to be exposed to the standards, learn them, and achieve at higher levels (Gamoran, 2004; Oakes et al., 1992).
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In spite of the variation in state standards and the overwhelming amounts of modern knowledge, teachers in effective schools are able to make decisions about what knowledge is substantively worth teaching, provide depth and specificity to the academic standards that guide their instruction, and ensure that their decisions are grounded in respectable research and databased decision-making. Moreover, when teaching the content—involving facts, theories, concepts, algorithms, question and answer sessions, and discussions—teachers in effective schools focus on being accurate and precise. “They emphasize and celebrate ‘getting it right’” (Newmann, 2002, p. 30). But getting it right does not imply merely learning isolated fragments of facts. Rather, it moves beyond the facts toward analytic, creative thinking. So students not only reconstruct the knowledge taught in the classroom, they exhibit in-depth understanding by synthesizing and interpreting knowledge domains. Our measures of curricular and instructional alignment are based on research that has developed methods for judging the extent and nature of alignment of tests to standards (e.g., Blank, Porter, & Smithson, 2001; Porter & Smithson, 2001a, 2001b; Porter et al., 1993; Schmidt, McKnight, & Raizen, 1997; Webb, 1999). Porter (2002) has developed measures of alignment among student achievement tests, content standards, curriculum materials, and instruction with strong measurement properties of reliability and validity. According to Porter (2002), content is defined as having two major components: topic (e.g., inequalities, vocabulary development) and cognitive demand (e.g., memorization, conceptual understanding). The measure of alignment that we are using is based on data that maps a school’s standards and assessments along with a teacher’s instruction to a “content grid” (see Council of Chief State School Officers [CCSSO], 2006 & 2002; see Porter, 2002. For examples of the Surveys of Enacted Curriculum we will administer, see www.seconline.org).
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The content grid and alignment index have been used in several other studies to predict student achievement gains (e.g., Gamoran et al., 1997) and to describe the consistency of state standards and assessments within and between states (e.g., CCSSO, 2006, 2002). The main idea behind these tools is the development of uniform languages of topics and categories of cognitive demand for describing content—making it possible to build useful indices of alignment. These tools have been applied in mathematics, reading/Language Arts, and science. For example, Table 1 illustrates a two-dimensional matrix that uses a language to describe mathematics content (from Porter, 2002). The topic dimension in the rows lists some of the descriptors of mathematics topics, such as multiple-step equations, inequalities, linear equations, lines/slope and intercept; operations on polynomials, and quadratic equations. The cognitive demand dimension in the columns lists five descriptors of categories of cognitive demand, including memorize, perform procedures, communicate understanding, solve nonroutine problems, conjecture/generalize/prove.



Table 1. Content Matrix Category of cognitive demand Topic Multiple-step equations Inequalities Linear equations Lines/slope and intercept Operations on polynomials Quadratic equations



Memorize



Perform procedures



Communicate understanding



Solve non-routine problems



Conjecture/ generalize/prove



Note: From Porter (2002). The content of instruction is described at the intersection between topics and cognitive demand based on data gathered from teacher surveys. For a target class, teachers report the amount of time devoted to each topic (level of coverage). Then, for each topic, they report the
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relative emphasis given to each student expectation (category of cognitive demand). These data can then be transformed into proportions of total instructional time spent on each cell in the twodimensional matrix portrayed in Table 1. Across the cells in the content matrix, the proportions sum to 1 (Porter & Smithson, 2001a). This same approach can be extended beyond classroom instruction to examine standards and assessments. Thus, we will be able to analyze the data to assess the alignment between instruction, standards, and assessments and examine alignment differences in charter and regular public schools. Such analyses will provide further information about what is going inside the black box of charter schools, beyond the analyses of the relationships between instructional content and student achievement. Indianapolis Charter Schools The Indianapolis public schools present a unique educational jurisdiction to examine differences between charter schools and regular public schools. All but one of the charter schools there are chartered through the mayor’s office and the Indianapolis Charter Schools Initiative. Each of these schools underwent a rigorous and competitive application process and is held responsible to a comprehensive accountability system. In effect, there are similarities between the charter schools that reduce some of the immense variability that can exist and prohibit generalizations. We are focusing on all of the charter schools operating in Indianapolis (18 schools as of the 2006-2007 school year). To meet the demands of a quasi-experiment, we match charter schools to regular public schools in the city. Through the matching process, we are working towards identifying and including a total of 18 regular public schools in the study as controls. In total, the study currently includes 36 schools (18 charter and 18 regular public school) for three academic years. For the 2006-2007 school year, there will be roughly 230
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teachers in the 18 charter schools. The matched regular public schools will have similar numbers of teachers. We anticipate that of the target sample of about 460 teachers, 368 (80 percent) will agree to participate in the data collection procedures. All teachers will receive incentives for their cooperation. With the collected data, we will be able to form a three-level hierarchical database with information on students, teachers, and schools. At the student level, we will collect annual outcome measures of achievement, attendance rates, and continuation rates (e.g., student held back, dropped out, or graduated). These multiple measures will serve as the dependent variables for our analysis that compares students in charter schools to those in matched regular public schools. Additionally, we will collect student demographic data and home addresses. The demographic data is necessary to control for student background characteristics in our achievement models. The home addresses will be used as a control variable that determines how far students travel to school. The process-oriented analysis will require data collection at the classroom and school levels to fully understand the organizational and instructional processes of charter and regular public schools. The data collection during each year of the three-year study will involve two surveys for teachers, one survey for principals, and one classroom observation for teachers. During the spring semester of 2007, we will administer the Survey of Enacted Curriculum (SEC) to teachers in the core subjects. The SEC measures the degree of alignment of instruction and curriculum with state standards and assessments. The surveys ask detailed questions about instructional and curricular practices and prior research has shown evidence of reliability and validity (Porter, 2002).
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The research team will compensate teachers who take the SEC and provide schools with follow-up technical assistance to make sense of the results. Although the survey is long, its results will provide educators in both charter and regular public schools with useful information about the degree of alignment within the school. In the era of No Child Left Behind, this formative information will help schools make data-driven decisions on curriculum and instructional practices that meet the demands of standards-based accountability (Porter, 2002). During the spring semester of 2008, we will administer a 30 minute survey to all of the core subject teachers and principals who have agreed to participate in the study. The teacher survey focuses on school and classroom climate, professional development activities, and parental involvement. The principal survey focuses on the instructional environment, curriculum and instruction, school improvement efforts, and professional development activities. Additionally, both the teacher and principal surveys include questions about the respondents’ backgrounds. The teacher and principal surveys have been designed to measure the following components of the conceptual framework: core components of charter schools, school and classroom contextual factors, and organizational conditions enabling student achievement. The final components of data collection for the process-oriented analysis are annual classroom observations. The observations will provide a qualitative component to aid in describing the organizational and instructional practices in charter and regular public schools. Classroom observations will last 20 minutes and be used to triangulate data collected from surveys of instructional practices. These quantitative and qualitative data will allow us to conduct a rich set of analyses to understand differences among students, teachers, and schools. The data will permit us to make comparisons to determine if there are differences in the process of schooling between charter and
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regular public schools. We will also analyze whether student achievement gains are related to teaching and learning conditions, and whether these conditions vary among teachers within and between schools. In addition, these organizational conditions can be examined as dependent variables. For example, we will be able to examine curricular and instructional alignment as a dependent variable to investigate differences among school types, net of other factors. In addition to our comparisons of charter and matched regular public schools, we are working toward examining students who win and lose the lotteries for the charter schools. Students who win the lottery will be assigned to the treatment group, while students who lose the lottery and attend regular public schools will be assigned to the control group. The lottery takes care of selection bias as any difference between students who win or lose arises solely by chance (e.g., motivation and ability). Randomized field experiments using lotteries are not free from all research design limitations. First, generalizations are limited to students whose families decide to enter a charter school lottery. These students may differ significantly from those who did not enter the lottery, limiting the comparisons that may be made. Second, as lotteries occur at the grade level, descriptions of charter school effects must be grade-level specific. Third, students who enter the lottery may not comply with the assignment the lottery gives them. For example, a student may win the lottery and then decide to attend a regular public school. Additionally, students who do not win the initial lottery may win the lottery on the wait list. Over the course of the study, we will have to consider how to document and analyze participants who do not follow the straightforward assignment process. Fourth, attrition from the treatment groups will likely occur and also will likely not be random, presenting a threat to the internal validity of the study. Although nothing can be done to prevent attrition, researchers can carefully document the
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students who leave the study and examine the differences in characteristics to determine if differential attrition has occurred. We are well prepared to track students over time. We have had parents sign study consent forms with their charter school applications so that we can work with the state department of education to gain access to students’ achievement records. In addition, we have worked with the charter schools to follow the same procedures for their lotteries and subsequent admission of students. However, several challenges remain. One challenge is to have sufficient numbers of lottery winners and losers to make our study feasible. Because last year’s lotteries show some promise that there is enough oversubscription for this type of randomized study, we remain hopeful. Yet, because there are so many ways that the randomized features can be compromised (e.g., students not returning to regular public schools, sample attrition, lack of parent consent), we remain circumspect. We anticipate that, in following several cohorts over the next several years, we will be able to have a sample with sufficient power to carry out this study. In the end, the randomized design using lotteries will be complemented by the other data collection strategies to better understand the main effects of charter schools as well as the intervening processes within these schools (see Cook and Payne, 2002). Opening Up the Black Box in Charters and Other Choice Schools In another set of studies, the NCSC is working toward understanding teaching and learning conditions in charters and other schools of choice. The Goldring et al. (2006) paper describes some of this. With future funding, we aim to extend this research to other types of choice schools, including magnet and private schools. Together, we can open up the black box of schools of choice as Betts, Hill et al. (2006) suggest, and link an array of survey data from
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principals and teachers to student achievement growth within a quasi-experimental design that is rare in the current state of school choice research. We have the unique opportunity in the NCSC research agenda to collect the same measures across a wide array of organizational, curricular, and instructional conditions and to examine how schools of choice differ from each other and a comparison group of regular public schools. In addition, we have the opportunity to do what few studies have been able do: to link measures for these conditions to student achievement growth in reading, Language Arts, and mathematics across a variety of local contexts with vertically equated assessments administered in the fall and spring across a number of school years. Working with our colleagues Drs. Ron Houser and Gage Kingsbury and others at the Northwest Evaluation Association (NWEA), we hope to extend our surveys of principals and teachers to a larger number of schools and connect them to student achievement gains and growth. In this longitudinal research project, we will address several questions, including: (1) How do schools of choice (i.e., charters, magnets, Catholic, other religious/independent schools) compare with matched regular public schools in terms of their achievement growth between 2005-2006 and 2007-2008? (2) How do schools of choice schools differ from regular public schools in terms of organizational conditions that promote achievement? (3) How do these school types differ in terms of the content and cognitive complexity of the curriculum and instruction?



(4) What are the differences in alignment among instruction, curricular content



standards, and assessments in schools of choice and regular public schools? (5) Are these curriculum, instruction, organizational, and alignment conditions related to achievement growth in reading, Language Arts, and mathematics? (6) Do these relationships differ among schools of choice and regular public schools?
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In this three-year study, we plan to examine achievement gains and growth in schools of choice compared to regular public schools and to open up the black box of schooling in these different types of schools. That is, we hope to examine schools of choice compared with a matched group of regular public schools in terms of curriculum, instruction, and school organization. For the schools that participate in the NWEA growth research database on student achievement, we will rely on a quasi-experimental design to compare schools of choice to a matched control group of regular public schools. We will administer two different principal and teacher surveys in the spring of 2007 and 2008 in 170 charter schools, 60 magnet schools, 27 Catholic schools, 25 other religious and independent schools, and matched regular public schools. Depending on school participation and participant response rates, we anticipate data on over 400 schools and 8,000 teachers, which we will link to student achievement growth in the fall and spring across years in reading, Language Arts, and mathematics.8 Working with NWEA’s testing program, our goal is to build a database structure that will allow for multi-leveling modeling strategies to estimate student achievement growth nested in students nested in teachers nested in schools—a rare quasi-experimental design across districts and schools. These research questions are embedded in a conceptual framework that aims to further our understanding of what goes on inside schools of choice. This framework was discussed in the Goldring et al. (2006) paper in this volume. All schools of choice share the core components of autonomy, innovation, and accountability (see Bulkley and Fisler, 2003; Gill et al., 2001; Lubienski, 2003; U.S. Department of Education, 2004b). In our conceptual framework, we contend that these components are related to two conditions that enable positive educational outcomes: organizational conditions and curriculum and instruction (i.e., content and cognitive



8



If we obtain an 80 percent cooperation rate from the target 564 schools (resulting n=451) and an 80 percent response rate for teachers in the cooperating schools (resulting n=9,020), our analysis sample will be larger.
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complexity). The theory is that these practices and conditions within schools and classrooms are different across school types and promote differences in student outcomes, particularly student achievement growth.9 NWEA Data & Extending NCSC’s Research to Other Choice Schools As a testing and research organization, and a partner in the NCSC, NWEA currently has loaded in its Growth Research Database (GRD) over 4 million students, 36 million test records, 8,200 schools across 1,800 districts in the subjects of reading, Language Arts, and mathematics. This will effectively support the NCSC’s quasi-experimental program of research, and help identify schools to sample for the current proposed research. Currently, we have files cleaned and analyzed for the 2002-2003 through the 2004-2005 school years (e.g., Ballou et al, 2006; Nicotera, Teasley, & Berends, 2006). Soon we will obtain testing data from the most recent school year, which we can then link to our surveys of charter and regular public schools (see Goldring et al., 2006). NWEA administers computerized adaptive assessments in the fall and spring of each academic year. All the NWEA subject scores in reading, Language Arts, and mathematics reference a single, cross-grade, and equal-interval scale developed using Item Response Theory methodology (see Hambleton, 1989; Ingebo, 1997; Lord, 1980). The mathematics RIT scale is based on strong measurement theory, and is designed to measure student growth in achievement over time. NWEA research provides evidence that the scales have been extremely stable over twenty years (Kingsbury, 2003; Northwest Evaluation Association, 2002, 2003).



9



In our research, we will also examine other outcomes, such as parent involvement, and teacher turnover. The measures for organizational conditions, curriculum, and instruction will also be examined as dependent measures for understanding differences among school types, net of other factors.
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In our future work, we hope to work with NWEA to draw our sample of schools of choice and matched comparison groups. Schools will be matched according to the following criteria: •



Test coverage. All schools will test 95 percent or more of their students.



•



Grade level configuration. We will match schools to cover the same grade levels.



•



Geographic proximity. Using GIS mapping, we will match choice and regular public schools so that they are close to each other (i.e., within a 5 mile radius, a 6-10 mile radius, or an 11-15 mile radius, etc.)



•



District that allows choice. All schools will be located in districts that allow choice.



•



Baseline achievement scores. Using previous years of test scores (we have scores dating back to the 2004-2005 school year), we will match schools according to “baseline” student achievement (i.e., school years before the survey data are gathered in spring 2007 and spring 2008).



•



Number of teachers. As a proxy for school size, we will use a count of teachers (full time equivalents).



•



Racial-ethnic composition. Using information about the percent minority in the schools we will match schools according to racial-ethnic composition.



•



SES composition. Using free and reduced priced lunch information, we will match schools according to SES composition (using free and reduced price lunch as a proxy). When we make the matches, NWEA will use a list of options for securing schools’



cooperation in the study. Each school of choice may have 3-5 possible matches. If one of these regular public schools refuses to participate in the survey, we have other options to pursue. The list of possible matches will be rank ordered for NWEA based on the matching criteria above.
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Significance of Understanding Conditions Under which Choice Schools are More Effective For years, the usefulness of educational research to policymakers and educators has been challenged by the fact that knowing the characteristics of effective schools does not necessarily translate into creating such schools at scale (see Berends, 2004). The rationale for school choice is that providing autonomy and flexibility will allow schools of choice to operate more effectively vis-à-vis regular public schools. However, we don’t know that this is the case. From a policy perspective, as noted by Hess & Loveless (2005), “Choice-based reform is not a discrete treatment that can be expected to have consistent effects.…While some of the changes produced by choice-based reform are a consequence of choice qua choice, many others are only incidentally related to choice and may or may not be replicated in any future choice-based arrangement” (p. 97). It may be, for example, that schools of choice (e.g., charter, magnet, private) with certain curricula alignment and data-focused instructional strategies are highly effective, while choice schools without these specific conditions, or those that allow teachers to be completely autonomous in their individual classrooms, are not very effective. In addition, because the research on private, charter, and magnet schools is mixed, some schools are likely to be more effective than others. Only by gathering measures of school effectiveness—with a particular focus on classroom instruction—will we be able to understand the conditions under which different school types are related to achievement growth in mathematics, reading, and Language Arts. Only then will we be able to determine if there is a main effect for choice versus non-choice schools, or if there are only interaction effects regarding effective school components. We believe this future research will further understanding of the context of choice schools, their effects on student achievement growth, and the conditions under which these
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effects occur. Such understanding will provide useful insights for policymakers and educators alike. CONCLUSIONS: EFFECTS AND CONDITIONS UNDER WHICH EFFECTS OCCUR The last decade—and the last five years in particular—have changed the stakes involved in education and its research. Developments in the U.S. Department of Education’s Institute of Education Sciences as well as NCLB itself have raised the research bar. Greater demands for rigorous research designs, and explicit attention to the importance of basing educational decisions on scientifically based research, provide challenges and opportunities for examining schools reforms such as school choice. For instance, NCLB includes specific language defining some of the elements of high quality research, with an emphasis on randomized field trials (see Berends and Garet, 2002). And the National Research Council (NRC) has published a volume clarifying the nature of scientific inquiry in education and articulating principles for scientific quality in research (Shavelson and Towne, 2002). Although the NCLB and NRC perspectives on the nature of scientific inquiry differ in some respects, both embrace the idea of high-quality research driving practical decision-making in education and emphasize rigor, objectivity, systematicity, and peer review (Towne, 2002). We believe the further expansion and development of charter schools and the research examining them will provide higher-quality studies over the next several years. Our aim is to add to the portfolio of higher quality studies of charter schools and provide systematic syntheses of current and future studies. Certainly, we all agree that more scientific rigor within charter school studies is needed and will likely produce results helpful for both policy and practice. The effectiveness of charter schools remains an open question, particularly when considering the nation’s continuing pursuit to create effective schools at scale. Yet, the challenges of developing
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and sustaining charter school reforms are worthy of pursuit, especially if researchers can have opportunities to conduct rigorous empirical studies that examine the impact of charter schools on achievement and the conditions under which charter schools might be effective.
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