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Charter Schools and the Risk of Increased Segregation

Charter schools, on average, don’t have an academic advantage over traditional
public schools, but they do have a significant risk of leading to more segregation

By Iris C. Rotberg, Phi Delta Kappan
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The fact is we don’t have to guess about the
consequences of one of the Obama Administration’s
most visible policies: the national expansion of
charter schools. We need only turn to a large body
of relevant research showing that charter schools,
on average, don't have an academic advantage over
traditional public schools (Gill et al., 2007; Gleason, §
Clark, Tuttle, & Dwoyer, 2010), but they do have a
significant risk of leading to increased segregation
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In spite of this, the policy on charter schools
remains a centerpiece of the administration’s
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Federal policy and research evidence

The Obama Administration has promoted expanding the number of charter schools, both
through its public advocacy and through the Race to the Top (RTTT) competition (U.S.
Department of Education, 2009). RTTT gave states a strong incentive to reduce or eliminate
caps that had previously limited charter school expansion. Nationally, the proportion of charter
schools to public schools has tripled since 2000 (National Alliance for Public Charter Schools,
2013a) and, in the last several years, some states have accelerated that trend in response to
RTTT (Cavanaugh, 2010; U.S. Department of Education, 2013).

The conclusions summarized in the sections that follow are based on a wide array of research in
the United States and in other countries. The research review of school choice programs in the
United States is focused on charter schools to reflect the focus of the Obama Administration.
The research review in other countries includes a broader set of programs because the 10
countries reviewed use a variety of school choice initiatives — academies, vouchers, or
subsidies — in structuring their education systems. For purposes of analyzing segregation
effects, however, these various initiatives operate in very similar ways.

The studies reviewed used a mix of methodologies. Some compared the demographic
characteristics of students in school choice programs with those in the traditional public schools
they would have attended. Others compared the characteristics of students in school choice
programs with those in the surrounding communities. Case studies were also conducted to
increase understanding of the reasons for the choices families and schools make. Regardless of
the specific methodology used, however, the preponderance of research evidence leads to the
following conclusions:

#1. There is a strong link between school choice programs and an increase in
student segregation by race, ethnicity, and income.

http://www.edweek.org/ew/articles/2014/02/01/kappan_rotberg. html?tkn=WPWFOmCle... 11/21/2014



Charter Schools and the Risk of Increased Segregation - Education Week Page 3 of 8

Studies in a number of different states and school districts in the U.S. show that charter
schools often lead to increased school segregation (Bifulco & Ladd, 2007; Booker, Zimmer, &
Buddin, 2005; Cobb & Glass, 2003; Clotfelter, Ladd, & Vigdor, 2013; Frankenberg, Siegel-
Hawley, & Wang, 2011; Furgeson et al., 2012; Garcia, 2008; Glenn, 2011; Michelson, Bottia, &
Southworth, 2008; Nathanson, Corcoran, & Baker-Smith, 2013), a finding that is consistent with
research in a number of other countries, including Australia (Luke, 2010), Canada (Yoon &
Gulson, 2010), Chile (Elacqua, 2012), Denmark (Rangvid, 2007), England (Burgess, Wilson, &
Lupton, 2005), Germany (Pietsch & Stubbe, 2007), Israel (Nir, Inbar, & Eyal, 2010), the
Netherlands (Karsten, Felix, Ledoux, & Meijnen, 2006), New Zealand (Thomson, 2010), and
Sweden (Bdéhlmark & Lindahl, 2007). In many cases, school choice programs exacerbate current
school segregation and, in more heterogeneous settings, lead to the stratification of students
who were previously in integrated environments.

The primary exceptions to increased student stratification are in communities that are already
so highly segregated by race, ethnicity, and income that further increases are virtually
impossible, or they occur in school choice programs that are targeted to increase diversity —
not a goal of most charter schools or school choice programs generally (Kahlenberg & Potter,
2012; Ritter, Jensen, Kisida, & McGee, 2010).

#2. The risk of segregation is a direct reflection of the design of the school choice
program.

Certain design features magnify the risk of segregation. For example, a growing number of
charter schools target specific racial or ethnic groups and therefore lead directly to increased
segregation (Eckes, Fox, & Buchanan, 2011; Institute on Race and Poverty, 2008). In addition,
several other designs are particularly vulnerable to increased segregation. Segregation effects
are especially pronounced in charter schools run by education management organizations
(Miron, Urschel, Mathis, & Tornquist, 2010) as well as in large, unregulated choice programs
(Johnston, Burgess, Wilson, & Harris, 2007; Gill et al, 2007). Partial government vouchers or
subsidies to which families must add the remaining tuition costs virtually guarantee increased
segregation because many families can’t afford the costs (Arenas, 2004; Luke, 2010). Increased
segregation is also a predictable outcome for programs that select students based on their
achievement levels because of the high correlation between socioeconomic status (SES) and
achievement, compounded by the fact that low-SES students are often less likely to be referred
to selective programs even when their achievement levels are high (Contini & Scagni, 2010;
Olszweski-Kubilius & Clarenbach, 2012; Pietsch & Stubbe, 2007; Soderstrom & Uusitalo, 2010;
United Federation of Teachers, 2010; West & Hind, 2007).

Some school choice programs do have a positive effect on integration. A small proportion of
charter schools are designed specifically to increase diversity (Kahlenberg & Potter, 2012). In
addition, magnet school programs, which were originally started to increase integration, have
often succeeded in doing so. However, like other school choice programs, magnet schools tend
to segregate when diversity is no longer a specific goal (Siegel-Hawley & Frankenberg, 2011).

The uphill battle faced by magnet schools demonstrates how strongly the odds are against
programs that do not focus on diversity. Families often choose schools based on their
perceptions of the extent to which other families in the school community are “similar” to them
(Bifulco, Ladd, & Ross, 2008; Garcia, 2008; Karsten et al., 2006; Roda & Wells, 2013). Even
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when the choice is based on other considerations, such as the characteristics of the educational
model, high-SES families have far greater leverage in gaining access to the most competitive
schools, both in finding the information needed to choose among schools and in having the
resources (for example, to support transportation costs) to enable their children to attend the
schools (Bunka, 2011; Jacobs, 2011; Jarvis & Alvanides, 2008; Karsten et al., 2003;
Nathanson, Corcoran, & Baker-Smith, 2013; Ozek, 2011).

Charter schools, even under a lottery system, also choose — sometimes explicitly and
sometimes indirectly — and increase the probability of segregation. They limit the services they
provide, thereby excluding certain students, or offer programs that appeal only to a limited
group of families (Furgeson et al., 2012; Welner, 2013). Some charter schools also exclude
students from consideration because their parents can’t meet the demanding parent
involvement requirements, or they expel students who haven’t met the school’s academic or
behavioral requirements (Miron, Urschel, Mathis, & Tornquist, 2010; Heilig, Williams, McNeil, &
Lee, 2011). Charter schools also choose where to locate which, in turn, influences enroliment
options given the transportation difficulties for low-income students (Gulosino & d’Entremont,
2011; Jarvis & Alvanides, 2008; Ozek, 2011).

In some communities, charter schools have a higher concentration of minority students than
traditional public schools (Booker, Zimmer, & Buddin, 2005; Institute on Race and Poverty,
2008). In others, charter schools serve as a vehicle for “white flight” (Bifulco, Ladd, & Ross,
2008; Ni, 2007; Renzulli & Evans, 2005; Heilig, Williams, McNeil, & Lee, 2011). School
segregation increases in both cases — in the charter schools students attend and in the
traditional public schools they would have attended (Institute on Race and Poverty, 2008). This
outcome can be offset only if the choice program has a specific goal to increase diversity.

However, the federal role in encouraging charter school diversity has been minimal. Although
legislation in some states includes provisions on diversity, without oversight, the legislative
language has had little effect. Advising charter schools to be diverse will not make it happen
(Lubienski & Weitzel, 2009; Siegel-Hawley & Frankenberg, 2011).

#3. Even beyond race, ethnicity, and income, school choice programs result in
increased segregation for special education and language-minority students, as well
as in increased segregation of students based on religion and culture.

Special education and language-minority students are under-represented in charter schools,
unless the schools are specifically targeted to these population groups (Arcia, 2006; Sattin-Bajaj
& Suarez-Orozco, 2012; Scott, 2012). Even when the students are selected in a lottery, they
are discouraged from attending charter schools when the schools do not provide the services
they require.

Perhaps less visible, but clearly growing, are charter schools that target specific religious and
cultural groups (Eckes, Fox, & Buchanan, 2011). Some of these schools were formerly private
religious schools, schools that are likely to attract specific religious groups (for example, by
offering extensive language instruction in Hebrew, Arabic, or Greek), or schools designed to
appeal to families with particular social or political values. Such niche schools often result in the
segregation of students by religion or by social values — a type of stratification many countries
now struggle with that has not traditionally been prevalent in U.S. public education. As charter
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schools proliferate, so do these schools — a trend that will almost inevitably lead to a public
school system that is increasingly fragmented.

Implications

The research evidence shows the risk of policies that have led to a largely uncontrolled
expansion of charter schools. Yet, the evidence has had little influence on public policy
(Rotberg, 2012). Despite hundreds of studies on school choice, the general perception is that
we have little research information or that the information we do have is ambiguous.

Researchers bear some responsibility. Research reports often conclude by saying, “We need
more research.” The conclusion apparently stems from a belief that inconsistent results are the
same as ambiguous results and, therefore, are of little use in policy formulation. Yet, the
inconsistency is a reflection of the reality that charter schools vary depending on the purpose
and design of the programs and the settings in which they’re implemented. We won't discover
the single “right” answer about the effects of charter schools no matter how many studies we
conduct.

Moreover, when researchers simply conclude that we need more research, they miss the
opportunity to communicate to policy makers the implications of the large body of research on
school choice that already exists. The variance in findings is not a negative; it is an essential
basis for policy formulation. If we fail to communicate clearly to policy makers the implications
of the evidence we have, we should not be surprised when research is not used. The fact is we
know why certain initiatives lead to increases in segregation along different dimensions: race,
ethnicity, income, religion, and social values, as well as for students who need special education
services or English-language instruction. We also know why certain initiatives — although
relatively few — achieve diversity and how that is accomplished.

Federal policy, however, applies to school districts nationwide, regardless of their characteristics
or the design of their charter school initiatives. It does not distinguish among initiatives based
on their probability of increasing student integration. A policy that encourages states to expand
charter schools applies across the board both to programs that are designed to facilitate
integration and to the far larger number that are likely to increase segregation.

I am not under the illusion that by modifying federal policy on charter schools we would solve
the basic problem of segregation. But we could at least eliminate one factor exacerbating it: the
federal pressure on states and school districts to increase the number of charter schools, even
in situations that might lend themselves to increased segregation. Instead of serving as a
cheerleader for charter schools, the federal government might instead support diversity in
schools and, at the same time, publicize the risks of increased student stratification.

Even apart from the negative effect of increased segregation, justifying federal advocacy of
charter school expansion is difficult when there’s no evidence that charter schools, on average,
are academically superior to traditional public schools or even that they can be more innovative
given the Common Core State Standards and the testing associated with them.

The finding in Brown v. Board of Education (1954) that “separate education facilities are
inherently unequal” has been demonstrated repeatedly in the United States and throughout the
world in the 60 years since that decision. It also has been demonstrated in the results of the
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2009 Program for International Student Assessment (Organization for Economic Cooperation and
Development, 2010). It is ironic that the political rhetoric surrounding this assessment focuses

almost exclusively on test-score differences among countries, which account for only about 11%

of the variance, while little attention is paid to the far more important finding that the |
remaining variance is accounted for by differences within countries. On average, almost 60% of ‘
the differences in reading test scores within member countries in the Organization for Economic
Cooperation and Development are explained by the SES of students and schools. In the United |
States, the SES of students and schools explains almost 80% of the variance in performance.

That finding is certainly not a strong recommendation for policies that further increase the

segregation of schools.

It is also ironic that as other countries become increasingly concerned about the social
implications of their school choice programs the United States is promoting the expansion of
these programs. Until now, the link between charter schools and segregation has been partially
masked by the fact that a large proportion of charter schools are in urban areas that are
already highly segregated. However, as charter schools expand into areas with more diverse
student bodies, their segregating effects will become even more extensive and visible. That
expansion already is under way; although the largest increases in charter schools to date have
occurred in cities, significant increases are also occurring in towns, suburbs, and rural areas
that are more diverse (Landauer-Menchik, 2006; National Alliance for Public Charter Schools,
2013b).

It is not that government has an agenda to increase segregation. Proponents of charter schools
believe they’re giving low-income and minority students opportunities they otherwise would not
have had. That belief is true in some cases; all charter schools do not result in segregation. But
far too many do, and the trend is unfavorable. It takes a lot of care through targeted funding
and oversight to mitigate the pressures that lead to yet more segregation. But whatever
motivations drive the choices families and schools make, it is important that government does
not exacerbate the problem of segregation by ignoring the unintended consequences of its
policies. The risk is an increasingly divided public education system.
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