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November 2022 

Introduction
Charter schools are publicly funded schools of choice operated by private entities.1 They 
differ from traditional public schools in that they have more operational autonomy, their 
teachers are not public employees, and they are operated by nonprofit or for-profit private 
entities under renewable contracts called charters. The main sense in which they are public 
is that they are funded by taxpayer dollars.  

Charter schools have expanded rapidly since their early beginnings in Minnesota in the 
1990s and are now enabled by state legislation in 45 states. Nationwide, charter schools 
account for about 7 percent of all school enrollments but over 40 percent in several urban 
districts.2 Although many people have long been skeptical of the charter school movement, 
enrollments in charter schools have been growing, including during the pandemic, and ap-
pear likely to continue doing so.   

In this policy memo, I argue that charter schools disrupt four core goals of education policy 
in the United States. These goals are 1) establishing coherent systems of schools, 2) attend-
ing to child poverty and disadvantage, 3) limiting racial segregation and isolation, and 4) 
ensuring that public funds are spent wisely. I recommend that policies be designed both to 
limit the expansion of charter schools and to reduce the extent to which they disrupt the 
making of good education policy. 

*This policy memo is a slightly revised version of the Ravitch Lecture that Helen Ladd presented at 
Wellesley College on April 12, 2022. Professor Ladd thanks Diane Ravitch for funding that public 
lecture. 

Publisher’s Note: NEPC is publishing this policy memo as an overview of the key policy issues raised 
by charter schools.
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Before defining each of these four elements and explaining how charter schools disrupt the 
pursuit of each of them, I provide a brief reminder of the structure of public education in 
the U.S.   

Education is so important to the life chances of individuals that public education for chil-
dren through age 16 or 18 has long been compulsory in the U.S. and is provided free of 
charge.3 Full public funding of public schools is justified because, in addition to generating 
benefits for students in the form of enhanced future earnings and a healthier life, schooling 
generates a variety of collective, or public, benefits in the form of economic productivity and 
a more vibrant democracy.4

Because education was one of the powers reserved to the states under the 10th Amendment 
to the U.S. Constitution, state governments, rather than the federal government, are re-
sponsible for public education.  Indeed, the word “education” does not even appear in the 
U.S. Constitution. Currently the federal government provides less than 10 percent of total 
funding for K-12 education, much of which is directed toward disadvantaged students or 
students with special needs and, since 1995, some in the form of development grants for new 
or expanding charter schools.5

Thus, in practice, two overlapping levels of government—the state governments and local 
school districts—have primary responsibility for funding and operating public schools with-
in each state, with the division of responsibilities between the two levels differing across 
states. Typically, the state government sets the overall framework, including the curriculum 
standards and methods of school funding, but delegates to local school districts the respon-
sibility for operating the schools. School districts, which are typically controlled by locally 
elected school boards, then use a combination of federal, state, and local tax dollars to pay 
for school principals, teachers, and other support staff, as well as for the school facilities 
needed to provide quality schooling for all children in the local community.   

Establishing Coherent Education Systems

Requirements for Coherent Education Systems  

Good education policymaking requires the development of coherent education systems with 
sufficient public funding to promote both the private and collective interests in education.   

The constitutions of all 50 states include specific education clauses, with 37 of them specif-
ically requiring the state to provide a system of schools, modified by words such as public, 
free, uniform, or “thorough and efficient.”6 The other 13 states, including those in New En-
gland, eschew the word “system” in favor of language such as: The state shall provide free 
public schools, common schools, or adequate public education. Even in most of these states, 
however, the concept of a state system of education is implicit.  

 Given that all states other than Hawaii delegate significant responsibilities for operating the 
schools to local districts, I use the plural term “systems” here to refer to the combination of 
an overall statewide system and its local systems operated by individual school districts or 
municipalities for students within them.  
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A state education system starts with the recognition that education is a cumulative process. 
Thus, the state must provide students with a developmentally appropriate curricular frame-
work that builds knowledge and skills in a systematic manner as children grow and progress 
through schooling and that provides challenging instruction for all students with various 
educational needs. Such a curriculum framework must provide continuity to the educational 
experiences of the many children who move from one school to another or from one local 
district to another from year to year or during an academic year. In addition, a coherent 
system ensures that policies and practices such as teacher training programs are designed to 
support statewide curricular objectives.7

At the local level, districtwide systems are needed to provide funding for staffing in elemen-
tary, middle, and high schools to meet the educational needs of all school-aged children in 
each local community and, as appropriate, to provide for alternative programs and schools 
for students who might otherwise fall through the cracks. Such local systems also increas-
ingly offer preschool programs as well as vocational programs designed to prepare students 
for careers and education beyond high school. 

Contrary to the claims of the well-known education economist, Eric Hanushek, that money 
doesn’t matter,8 recent careful research studies confirm what many of us have long known to 
be true, namely that money does matter.9 But while sufficient funding is clearly necessary, 
it must be used productively and efficiently to promote good educational outcomes. Hence 
a state system, in combination with its local systems, must ensure sufficient resources are 
available and that they are used productively to achieve state goals. At the local level, that 
requires attention to the size of schools to avoid schools that are inefficiently large or small 
or are operating below or above capacity, and to the need for centralized services such as 
transportation, professional development, or special education services that are subject to 
economies of scale. Local districts must also plan ahead to ensure the availability of places 
for changing numbers of students over time.  

Note that a coherent system does not require that all schools across the state or within a 
local community be similar. Indeed, given the differences in the aspirations and talents of 
children within a local community, it may well make sense to provide a variety of types of 
schools, especially at the secondary level, within a local district and to give parents some 
choice among them. It does require, however, that individual schools have sufficient re-
sources to achieve state goals for the students they serve, and that the overall state system 
be efficiently designed and funded to serve all its students. 

Finally, decisions about the operation and funding of the schools within the overlapping 
parts of education systems should be under the control of publicly elected officials. Public 
officials responsible to voters are needed to promote the collective interests of such voters 
that justify the use of public funding. 

Charter School Disruptions to Local Education Systems

By design, charter schools operate outside standard state and local education systems. How 
far outside varies across states. Some states have a single statewide authorizer of charter 
schools. In other states, charter schools are authorized and overseen by various combina-
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tions of entities such as independent charter school boards, institutions of higher education, 
local education authorities, or a combination of authorizers.10 Regardless of who authorizes 
them, charter schools enjoy far more autonomy than traditional public schools. In practice, 
many charter schools are operated by charter management organizations or by management 
chains operating many schools which often have no ties to the local community. 

The tenuous relation of charter schools to regular state or local education systems, and 
specifically the movement of students away from traditional public schools toward charter 
schools, clearly disrupt efforts to promote a smooth functioning of local education systems. 

One is a planning challenge. The outflow or potential outflow of students to charter schools 
makes it difficult for district policymakers to plan for teachers, programs, and facilities.  
Planning for programs requires that district policymakers determine in a timely manner 
how many teachers and with what qualifications are needed to meet the needs of their stu-
dents. Bear in mind that the local district remains responsible for providing seats for any 
charter school students who opt to return to a public school or are forced to do so because a 
charter school shuts down. Special challenges related to facilities planning arise not only in 
growing communities but also in those facing declining student populations. 

Another challenge to the local systems is financial. Given public funding follows students to 
charter schools on a per-pupil basis, the outflow of students to charters means that the local 
districts will be financially worse off. That is because districts losing students to charters 
cannot easily reduce their spending in line with the loss of revenue. Although they may be 
able to adjust somewhat by reducing spending on operating costs such as teachers, spend-
ing on fixed expenditure items, such as school facilities, is less sensitive to student enroll-
ment and harder to adjust downward in line with the loss of students, thereby reducing the 
per-pupil funding available to serve the remaining students.11 In addition, districts are likely 
to face higher per-pupil costs for the students they continue to serve because charter schools 
typically enroll fewer than their fair share of the most expensive-to-educate students, such 
as those with special needs or who are otherwise disadvantaged,12 thereby leaving greater 
concentrations of such students in the district schools. 

In addition, charter schools can create huge ineffi-
ciencies in local education systems. Individual char-
ter schools have little incentive to work together with 
other charter schools or with district policymakers to 

promote the broader public or collective interests of the local community.13 For example,  
multiple organizations operating schools and competing with each other for students can 
lead to an excess supply of school spaces, school shutdowns that interfere with the continui-
ty of student learning, higher than necessary administrative costs, complications for parents 
making school choices, and the loss of community gathering places. 

Some cities, such as Boston, New York, and Philadelphia, have made efforts to reduce some 
of these inefficiencies by promoting cross-sector agreements—often referred to as com-
pacts— to develop common enrollment systems or partnerships between charter and tradi-
tional public schools.14 But such compacts have been difficult to put together and typically 
have not been very successful. They have not proven to be a solution to the basic problem. 

Charter schools can create 
huge inefficiencies in local 
education systems.
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 By the challenges they pose for local planning and the pressure they place on local finances, 
charter schools clearly disrupt efforts to promote coherent local education systems. 

Addressing the Educational Challenges of Child  
Poverty and Disadvantage

Why Child Poverty and Disadvantage Matter for Education Policy

Child poverty matters because children from low-income families come to school less ready 
to learn than their more advantaged counterparts. Low-income students have less access 
to books and computers at home, or to the enriching summer and after-school activities 
typically enjoyed by higher income children. Moreover, they are likely to have more health 
problems, to be food insecure, and to live in households subject to financial and other types 
of stress.15

As a result, but not surprisingly, children from low-income families typically achieve at low-
er levels than their higher income counterparts, not only in the U.S. but in other developed 
countries.16 This clear relationship between child economic disadvantage and student per-
formance in schools is particularly relevant for the U.S. with its very high child poverty rate. 
The U.S. rate of 20 percent far exceeds the 12 percent average rate of child poverty in 25 
other developed countries.17

Unfortunately, for many years some U.S. education policymakers at the federal level ignored 
or downplayed the role of poverty. For example, those who supported the Federal No Child 
Left Behind Act in the early 2000s appear to have believed that, if subjected to sufficient 
test-based accountability pressure, schools alone could and should offset the disparities in 
educational achievement associated with family economic disadvantage.18But that view has 
been shown to be clearly misguided.19

Extensive research makes it abundantly clear that broad policy changes well beyond the pur-
view of education policy are needed to address the many educational and other challenges 
associated with family poverty.20 In recognition of that fact, President Biden tried hard—but 
unsuccessfully—in 2022 to pass his Build Back Better plan, a key element of which was the 
American Families Plan.21

Nonetheless, educational policymakers cannot, and should not, ignore the many education-
al challenges associated with child poverty and low family income or wealth. Instead, good 
education policy requires that policymakers ensure all children, regardless of their family 
background, access to a quality educational experience.22

Charter Schools and Student Disadvantage  

Lobbying for charter schools in many states diverts political attention and resources away 
from the states’ basic challenge of providing a quality education for all its students, especial-
ly those who are economically disadvantaged. Such a diversion of political attention might 
be justified if charter schools themselves were a reasonable solution to the educational chal-
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lenge of poverty. But they are not. 

Charter advocates often claim that the managerial flexibility enjoyed by charter schools 
enables them to provide higher quality education, as typically measured by student test 
scores, than traditional public schools to all their students, including their disadvantaged 
students.23

But are charter schools more effective in raising the test scores of their enrolled students 
than traditional public schools? Answering that question is not straightforward because it 
requires that one estimate how the charter school students would have performed had they 
been educated in regular public schools. Different researchers use a variety of methods, 
some of which are more sophisticated than others, to address this challenge. My main take-
away from the now extensive body of research is that on average, charter schools are no 
more effective than traditional schools in raising student test scores, but that some charter 
schools may be more effective, and many others are clearly less effective. 24  

Conceivably, however, the most effective charters could be the ones in urban areas serv-
ing disadvantaged students who otherwise would have attended low-quality neighborhood 
schools. Indeed, careful empirical studies of charter schools in the cities of Boston, Newark, 
and New York provide some support for that possibility.25  Moreover, a 2015 study of charter 
schools in 41 urban regions also painted a more positive picture for urban charter schools 
than for those in other areas.26 That study made it clear, however, that despite their suc-
cesses in some cities, charter schools in many urban areas were no more effective than the 
district schools in those areas. 

Even when charter schools do in fact raise 
the test scores of their disadvantaged stu-
dents, that may come at a high cost. It is 
well documented that the charter schools 
that successfully raise test scores typical-
ly do so by relying on a “no-excuses” ap-

proach to schooling.27 This approach, which is characterized by high behavioral expecta-
tions, extensive tutoring, and strict disciplinary codes of conduct, not only takes the joy out 
of learning but also can lead to high rates of suspension and expulsion.28 In addition, such an 
approach may interfere with the development of the social and behavioral skills necessary 
for a student’s subsequent success.29  

More generally, consider the fact that many charter schools hire inexperienced teachers with 
high rates of turnover or teachers without the skills required for students with special needs 
or English as a second language.30 Without high-quality teachers, students will be under-
served. Nor will enrolled students be well served when the charter school they attend has to 
shut down, as many charter schools have.31

Although some charter schools are specifically established to serve students with special 
needs, many others face incentives to discourage such students from applying, in part be-
cause they are expensive to educate. Although by law charter schools are open to appli-
cations from all students, in practice, charter schools often discourage applications from 
certain groups of students by choosing where to locate, by not providing transportation or 

Although by law charter schools 
are open to applications from all 
students, in practice, charter schools 
often discourage applications from 
certain groups of students.
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subsidized meals, by failing to provide information about the school in local languages other 
than English, or by making it clear that they do not have teachers qualified to provide special 
education services.32 

These behaviors matter because when charter schools in a local community end up serving 
below their proportionate share of needy students, the traditional public schools will have 
to serve greater concentrations of them, many of whom will require special services. Com-
bined with the loss of revenue associated with the outflow of students to charters, the result 
is likely to be a lower overall quality of education for the entire district. 	  

A final consideration relates to the limited types of non-core courses that are often available 
to students in charter schools given that charters tend to focus their offerings on the core 
courses of math and reading. Without solid student performance in those core subjects, a 
charter school might be subject to nonrenewal of its charter. Hence it is not surprising that 
recent studies document that charter schools at the elementary and middle school levels in 
some states are less likely than local district schools to offer instruction in art or music.33 
That especially matters for disadvantaged students, given that they are less likely than their 
more advantaged peers to have access to art and music opportunities, as well as other en-
richment opportunities, outside the classroom.

In sum, charter schools are clearly not the solution to the educational challenge of poverty 
and disadvantage, a conclusion shared by the NAACP.34 Moreover, by distracting the atten-
tion of policymakers responsible for state and district funding decisions, the charter school 
movement often undermines efforts to address that challenge in meaningful ways, such as 
increasing teacher salaries,35 reducing class size,36 and providing support in the form of 
teacher assistants, psychologists, and social workers.37 

Racial Segregation and Isolation 

Why School Segregation Matters

School segregation by race has long been a persistent and pernicious issue in U.S. education. 
After a long history of legally enforced racial segregation of schools, in the 1954 Brown v. 
Board of Education case, the Supreme Court ruled that separate was not equal and that ra-
cially segregated schools were unconstitutional. Subsequently, during the 1970s and 1980s, 
U.S. federal courts forced many school districts, especially those in the South, to eliminate 
segregation by integrating their schools. Since the removal of that court pressure in the late 
1980s, however, school segregation is no longer declining and instead has been increasing 
in many urban areas.38

Among the many reasons racial segregation deserves attention from policymakers, two stand 
out. The first is that it interferes with one of the fundamental purposes of education in the 
U.S., namely to prepare students to function as adults in a pluralistic democratic society. If 
students within a state or local community are educated in schools primarily with students 
of the same race or ethnicity, they lose the opportunity to interact with members of other 
groups and, importantly, to understand and learn to respect the dignity of those who differ 
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from themselves.  

The second reason is that school segregation makes possible racial differences in access to 
educational resources. If underrepresented minority students, such as Black or Hispanic 
students, were educated in the very same schools or classrooms as White students, the qual-
ity of the education both groups receive, as measured, for example, by the quality of their 
teachers and the nature of their classroom peers, would be identical for the two groups. But 
segregation both between schools and across classrooms within schools enables differenc-
es in educational opportunities that often work to the disadvantage of racialized minority 
students. That is because such students often attend schools with lower fiscal resources and 
because high-quality teachers tend to gravitate toward the schools or classrooms serving 
more advantaged students. Thus, when schools are racially segregated, race and economic 
disadvantage often work together to the detriment of racialized minority students. 

Charter Schools and Racial Segregation 

At a conceptual level, how charter schools affect the racial segregation of students is hard to 
predict because it depends on the choices families make. On the one hand, the availability of 
charter schools could reduce school segregation. That would happen if the families of Black 
children used the charter school option to move their children from segregated neighbor-
hood schools largely populated by Black students to charter schools serving more racially 
diverse groups of students. Early studies of Chicago, Milwaukee, and Little Rock— three 
cities with very high shares of Black students in the traditional public schools—did indeed 
find that the charter schools in those cities reduced the racial segregation of the schools and 
increased the exposure of some racialized minority students to white students.

On the other hand, a different pattern of choices by Black families and importantly, also 
by White families, suggests that charter schools might well increase segregation.39 Many 
Black families, for example, may choose to transfer their children to charter schools with 
higher proportions of Black students than were present in their more racially diverse public 
schools. That choice could well reflect the value that many Black parents place on having 
their children educated with children like themselves, or it could reflect a preference for the 
educational approach, including for example, the no-excuses approach that I mentioned 
earlier, used by many charter schools serving large proportions of minority students. In 
addition, White families may use the charter school option to place their children in charter 
schools that are whiter than the traditional public schools. They may do so either as a way to 
avoid racially diverse public schools or because of their perception that schools serving large 
shares of white students are likely to be higher quality than other schools. Together these 
latter types of choices mean that the availability of charter schools would lead to higher lev-
els of racial segregation across schools within local areas.40 

Consequently, one must turn to the data to determine what actually happens in practice. At 
least three types of research studies shed light on this issue.

One approach is to look closely at the students who transfer from traditional public schools 
to charter schools and simply to compare the racial mixes of the public schools left behind to 
those of the chosen charter schools, separately by race of the switcher. For example, in a re-
cent paper, Turaeva Mavzuna and I assembled and analyzed data on every child who trans-
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ferred to a charter school serving elementary or middle school grades in 2015/2016 in the 
state of North Carolina.41 We concluded that the transfers to charter schools increased racial 
segregation. Importantly, this segregating effect was primarily attributable to the choices 
made by White families, that is, by those who transferred their White children to whiter 
charters, than those by the choices make by Black or Hispanic families.  

A second, and far more ambitious, study used national data for all public and charter schools 
for the 10-year period 1998-2018 to estimate the causal effects of the growth of charter 
schools within local areas such as school districts or municipalities on the level of school 
segregation in the area.42 The authors’ main conclusion was that charter schools contributed 
about 6 percent to the 2018 level of school segregation in the average district, with charter 
schools contributing a bit more to the segregation of black students than of Hispanic stu-
dents. Although the authors interpreted the magnitude of the average overall effect as mod-
est, they cautioned that the contribution of charter schools to segregation in districts with 
charter shares well above the national average would be much greater.43

A third empirical approach shifts the focus away from segregation as defined by the racial 
balance or imbalance across all schools within a local area to the extent to which students 
are racially isolated in individual schools. For this purpose, one might, for example, define 
a racially isolating school as a school in which most of the students, say 90 to 100 percent, 
are non-White. Using this criterion, a recent study based on national data for all public and 
charter schools in the years 2015-2016 documented that Black and Hispanic students were 
much more likely to be in  racially isolated school environments if they attended charter 
schools than if they attended traditional public schools.44 Specifically, while 69% of Black 
students in charter schools were in racially isolated schools, only 38 percent of those in 
traditional public schools were similarly racially isolated. For Hispanic students the pattern 
was similar, although with lower percentages. Additional analysis at the city level for the 50 
cities serving the most charter students showed that in 42 of them, the students in charter 
schools were more racially isolated than their counterparts in public schools.45

Based on these studies and other evidence, I conclude that charter schools do indeed con-
tribute to the racial segregation and racial isolation of U.S. schools. Thus, by enabling fami-
lies to make choices in line with their own preferences that may conflict with societal values, 
the availability of charter schools can work against a societal goal of promoting racially 
integrated schools. Moreover, the actual or threatened exit of some families from the tradi-
tional public school system in favor of charter schools may make it difficult for district poli-
cymakers to design school assignment policies designed to balance the racial mix of students 
across the traditional schools over which they have jurisdiction.46 

Appropriate Accountability for the Use of Public Funds

Public Funding of Schools and the Role of Accountability 

Given that we fund schooling with publicly raised revenue, the public has both a right and 
a responsibility to ensure that the money is used wisely and with financial transparency. 
Further, schools were established to promote not just the interests of enrolled students and 
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their families but also the public or collective interests of the broader community that jus-
tify the public funding of education in the first place. That is why school systems are run by 
elected officials at the state and local levels.    

In addition to requiring financial transparency, oversight is needed to promote valued edu-
cational outcomes for the students enrolled in individual schools. Unfortunately, for more 
than 20 years, U.S. policymakers have defined valued outcomes very narrowly. Starting with 
the passage of the federal No Child Left Behind Act in 2001, national and state policymakers 
have focused attention on the cognitive skills that can be measured most readily by student 
scores on standardized tests in reading and math. As a result, many state accountability 
systems, including the one in my home state of North Carolina, measure and publicize the 
effectiveness of each school—both traditional and charter—primarily in terms of the level 
(and somewhat on the growth) of its students’ test scores. But while public accountability 
for traditional public schools clearly leaves room for improvement, the situation is far more 
dire for charter schools. 

Weak and Ill-Conceived Public Accountability for Individual Charter 
Schools    

The biggest accountability shortcoming for charter schools is the lack of financial transpar-
ency. Because charter schools are run by private organizations, they are not typically subject 
to the financial transparency requirements of government entities. As a result, the public 
often has little or no information on the extent to which charter operators engage in inap-
propriate activities such as overstating their enrollments, renting property that they own 
at highly inflated rates, paying high salaries to themselves or close relatives, or purchasing 
property from board members.47 Two recent examples from North Carolina illustrate the 
problem: Torchlight Academy in North Carolina, a 20-year old charter school in Raleigh, NC, 
serving 600 students, recently had its charter revoked because the school had falsified spe-
cial-education records and violated rules on self-dealing and conflict of interest. In addition, 
the charter of the Memphis Academy of Health Sciences, a middle and high school serving 
750 students, was recently revoked because of the school’s misappropriation of $800,000. 
But these schools are simply representative of a far larger problem. A national study of all 
the charter schools that opened between 1998 and 2014 found that 18 percent had shut down 
by year three and 40 percent by year 10, affecting close to a million children.48

I note that the distinction between for-profit operators, which are permitted in some but not 
all states, and not-for-profit operators is not as relevant as one might think. That is because 
not-for-profit operators often contract out a range of management and other activities to 
for-profit companies.49 So even prohibiting profit-oriented entities from obtaining a charter 
is not likely to solve the problems of charter school fraud and abuse.  

Even setting aside this issue of financial mismanagement, several other characteristics of 
charter schools demand that public accountability be more expansive and broader than what 
might be appropriate or needed for traditional public schools. Public accountability in this 
context refers to the provision of publicly available information about the operation of in-
dividual schools—information that can be used by families making choices among schools, 
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by the schools themselves to improve their practices, by authorizers making decisions about 
charter renewals, or by state policymakers making charter school policy.  

Four characteristics of charter schools make this type of public accountability and oversight 
essential.  

One is that charter schools are schools of choice. Hence, parents need good and complete 
information about the school, including, when appropriate, information in languages other 
than English or information about the availability and quality of special programs. And the 
schools themselves may need to be prodded by public reports to provide that information. 

A second is that charter schools are operated by private entities with a variety of incentives, 
some of which may be counter to the public interest or the needs of their students. Strong 
public accountability may be needed to prod them to hire qualified teachers, to offer a broad 
array of student services, and to minimize their suspension and expulsion rates.  

A third special characteristic is that charters enjoy extensive autonomy. Hence, public over-
sight is needed to confirm that they are fulfilling the mission specified in their charter, that 
they are providing the services required by law, and that they are delivering high-quality 
instruction.     

Fourth, because many charter schools have unique missions, and some may be experimental 
by design, public accountability is needed to ensure reasonable chances of success. Special 
attention is needed given that some experiments are likely to fail, causing the charter school 
to be closed down.50

Together these special characteristics call for public ac-
countability systems that focus not just on the educa-
tional outcomes of the students enrolled in individual 
charter schools, as is typically the case for traditional 
public schools, but also on the school’s internal school 

processes and practices. This point argues for holding charter schools accountable through 
some form of inspection or review process. With that approach, small groups of inspectors 
would make site visits to individual charter schools on a periodic basis, compile both quan-
titative and qualitative information on the school, and write public reports based on a spec-
ified set of performance criteria.  

Inspection systems of various forms have long been used quite successfully for school ac-
countability in other countries, including, for example, England, the Netherlands, and New 
Zealand.51 The most common concern about an inspection approach in the U.S. context is 
its high cost relative to a test-based accountability system. Such costs can indeed be high 
and will vary depending on the frequency and length of the school visits, and the nature of 
the training for the inspectors. Nevertheless, the advantages of a well-designed approach of 
this type, particularly for charter schools, can be high. For example, the approach avoids the 
distortions, such as teaching to the test and narrowing the curriculum, associated with test-
based accountability. In addition, given that charter schools are not subject to most of the 
regulations that apply to traditional public schools, the periodic public reports generated by 
an inspection process provide useful and timely information about both the strengths and 

Four characteristics of 
charter schools make . . . 
public accountability and 
oversight essential.
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the weaknesses of individual schools. Such information can then be useful for charter school 
operators and their boards to make internal policy changes should they decide to do so, and 
for families choosing charter schools. The public reports may also be used by the authorizing 
agency in the charter renewal process. Finally, an inspection reporting system that includes 
attention to equity considerations, can, where appropriate, prod charters to diversify their 
student bodies and thereby help charter authorizers minimize some of the adverse distri-
butional effects of charter schools. The state of Massachusetts, which has a single statewide 
authorizer of charter schools and a well-developed charter inspection system with attention 
to equity, provides a good example of the potential for such an approach.52

Conclusion and Policy Recommendations
Some charter schools undoubtedly produce positive outcomes for many of their students.  At 
the same time, as currently designed and operated in the U.S., charter schools typically do 
far more to interfere with, than to promote, the making of good education policy in the U.S. 
In particular, they make it difficult for publicly elected officials to develop coherent educa-
tion systems, to adequately attend to the educational challenges of child poverty, to promote 
the racial integration of students, and to ensure strong public accountability and oversight 
for the use of public funds. This conclusion need not mean that in the absence of charter 
schools, policymakers would always make good education policy. Rather, it recognizes that 
making good policy is more difficult in the presence of charter schools than it would other-
wise be.  

This conclusion leads to the following policy recommendations. 

First, the growth of charter schools should be severely restricted. Moreover, the authoriza-
tion of new charter schools should be limited to those that are clearly designed to achieve 
the goals of the relevant local public education system. In this way, education policymakers 
can focus attention on the basic needs of the whole system, including, for example, provid-
ing quality teachers and adequate funding for all students and addressing the educational 
challenges of poverty and economic disadvantage. Moreover, limiting the growth of charter 
schools would limit inefficiencies associated with wasteful competition among schools.

Second, various charter school regulations and policies should be modified to reduce some 
of the distorting effects of charter schools. For example, state governments should provide 
transition aid to school districts losing students—and hence revenue—to charter schools. Aid 
of that type would help to minimize the adverse financial impact of charter schools on the 
traditional schools within the district. In addition, all charter schools should be required to 
provide the basic services such as food and transportation that enable economically disad-
vantaged students to enroll in them. Similarly, they should be required to provide the qual-
ity programs needed to serve students with disabilities or those from non-English-speak-
ing families. The goal would be for them to serve their fair shares of expensive-to-educate 
students within the local community, and thereby prevent them from disproportionately 
burdening district public schools while diverting the funds those schools need to provide for 
such students. 
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Third, in authorizing and overseeing charter schools, policymakers should pay close atten-
tion to the potential for charter schools to contribute to racial segregation and isolation. 
That would require attention to the location of individual charter schools, the services they 
offer, and their strategies for student recruitment. 

Finally, for the reasons spelled out earlier, including, for example, the autonomy of charter 
schools and the fact that they are schools of choice, charter schools should be subject to 
more stringent accountability procedures than traditional public schools. Given their public 
funding, policymakers need to provide more complete information about individual charter 
schools related to the quality of their financial management, student outcomes, and also to 
their internal school processes and practices. One way to provide such information, consis-
tent with the flexibility offered to charter schools and the variety of their missions, would be 
to use a public inspection system of the type now used for charter schools in Massachusetts.     
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