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Summary

Summit Public Schools, a charter school organization operating schools in California and
Oregon, published Pathways to Success: Exploring the Long-Term Outcomes of Alumni
from Summit Public Schools in September 2021. The report claims that Summit alumni
graduated from college at nearly double the national average and self-reported high lev-
els of well-being, fulfillment, and workplace satisfaction. It also reports that alumni from
socioeconomically disadvantaged backgrounds now make more than $60,000 per year on
average working full time. While the report claims to be conducted for internal purposes,
Summit distributed an accompanying press release that announced its findings to a broader
audience, making the report’s claims of potential interest to policymakers, practitioners, and
the public. However, although the study may provide some information useful to Summit’s
internal decision-making, its serious methodological issues (e.g., survey research methods,
response rates, sample bias, sample representativeness, and uses of comparative data) pre-
vent it from having any implications for practice or policymaking in general.
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I. Introduction

Since the first charter school opened its doors in 1992 in Minnesota, charter schools have
been controversial. Charter schools operate under “charter”-granted entities that vary from
state to state. They are publicly funded and tuition-free and as such are considered public
schools. They are also free from many of the bureaucratic regulations and requirements
under which traditional public schools operate. According to proponents, freedom from reg-
ulation allows charter schools to be innovative and flexible in ways that traditional public
schools cannot.! In turn, it is argued they are likely to be more successful than traditional
public schools at promoting student achievement? and responding to parental and communi-
ty expectations.’ It is also claimed that they promote educational choice by offering parents
alternatives to traditional public schools. Charter schools may, for example, offer distinct
educational goals and objectives* that serve students who want to focus their education on
science, technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM), or students who want to learn
subjects in languages other than English (i.e., immersion programs) or, of particular inter-
est in this review, students who are college bound and seek augmented educational oppor-
tunities that may increase the likelihood that they will be admitted and succeed in college.

The controversies surrounding charter schools include whether such schools unfairly drain
funds from public school districts, unfairly exclude certain students (e.g., lower achievers or
students with more behavioral issues or needs), or perform any better than districts schools
serving comparable students.’

Summit Public Schools,® a charter school network operating in California and Washington,
describes its mission as preparing “a diverse student population for success in a four-year
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college and to be thoughtful, contributing members of society.”” This review examines the
claims made about the performance and life satisfaction of Summit graduates in Pathways
to Success: Exploring the Long-Term Outcomes of Alumni from Summit Public School®, a
report authored by Anum Ali Mohammed (Summit’s Social Impact Program Manager) and
Adam Black (Summit’s Chief Information Officer) and funded by The Bill and Melinda Gates
Foundation.

II. Findings and Conclusions of the Report

The report’s four key findings, as summarized and highlighted in the report’s executive
summary and accompanying press release are:’

1. 71.7% of survey respondents reported high levels of overall well-being, as indicated by
scores on the Satisfaction with Life Scale.

77.2% of survey respondents reported feeling fulfilled in at least four of five dimen-
sions of well-being as outlined in Summit’s vision statement: having strong relation-
ships;'® holding a sense of purpose;" feeling healthy,”? and feeling supported in their
communities.*3

. 54.8% of Summit alumni4 completed a bachelor’s degree, “a rate almost 2x the nation-
al average for adults over age 18 in the United States” (not emphasized in the executive
summary and press release is a 6-year graduation rate of 49.9%).

92.2% of survey respondents are currently working or enrolled in school. Of respon-
dents from socioeconomically disadvantaged backgrounds who reported working full-
time, 46.5% reported making more than $60,000 a year.

IT1. The Report’s Rationale for Its Findings and Conclusions

The report notes that it represents Summit’s “first attempt to directly measure [its] ultimate
intended outcomes of well-being and fulfillment” of its alumni." In the press release, Diane
Tavenner (Summit’s Chief Executive Officer and Founder) pivots from a primary focus on
Summit graduates’ admission'® to four-year colleges to a primary focus on fulfillment: “.
. . we need to play the long game. Defining student success needs to be about more than
just college admission — students need to be prepared to build and live a life that will ful-
fill them.”'” The press release points out that, “Every element of the Summit school design
builds on another to equip students with the skills, knowledge, and habits they need to live
a fulfilled life.”'®
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IV. The Report’s Use of Research Literature

The full report included 41 total endnotes. Twelve endnotes included notes for further ex-
planation or clarification. The other 29 endnotes directed readers to 19 non-peer-reviewed
sources including, for example, comparisons to national averages to situate study findings
and 11 peer-reviewed sources including, for example, citations in support of Summit’s re-
search methods and Summit’s use of the Satisfaction with Life Scale.

It is important to note that the report claims that the study was conducted for internal pur-
poses and that its analysis “is purely descriptive and does not attempt to make any claims
about efficacy of a specific model or program.”"® These claims are in tension both with some
statements in the report?® and with the report’s press release, which highlights the report’s
key findings and implies—while not explicitly stating—that the report’s findings should be
of interest and importance to an external policy and practitioner audience. It is unusual to
issue a press release for a report intended for internal consumption.

V. Review of the Report’s Methods

Pathways to Success: Exploring the Long-Term Outcomes of Alumni from Summit Public
Schools describes its methodology as “a mixed-methods qualitative research approach” that
includes an online survey and one-on-one interviews with members of the 2007-2014 grad-
uating classes of four of Summit’s California-based schools.?! For its assessment of alumni
fulfillment; however, this report relies almost entirely on survey data and provides no analy-
ses of qualitative data from the interviews. It describes the interview data providing context
to help the research team interpret the survey findings,?> and quotes from the interviews
in non-systematic ways. The report uses the independently validated Satisfaction with Life
Scale to assess its alumni’s overall life satisfaction. To calculate college completion rates,
it supplemented responding alumni’s graduation rate data with data from the National Stu-
dent Clearinghouse and other sources.

The validity of the findings is threatened by a variety of methodological issues. The most
significant methodological issue is the relatively low survey response rate of 43.3% (632
respondents of 1,459 surveyed). The report contends that this response rate is “considered
high compared to standards for alumni research in higher education, where a survey re-
sponse rate of 30% or more is generally considered ‘high.”? To support this claim, the re-
port cites three other alumni studies: a non-peer-reviewed Knowledge is Power Program
(KIPP) charter network survey with a 35% response rate?* and two higher education articles.
One of these articles described its survey’s 43% response rate as “high” without any sup-
port as to what “high” means or how “high” is defined in the survey research literature.?
The authors of the second article, in contrast, noted that although the 20-30% response
rates that they achieved are considered “acceptable” for alumni surveys, these rates were far
from their goal, which was 50-90%.2° In general, survey researchers struggle to define how
high any response rate is “high enough.” While the Pathways to Success report’s 43.3% rate
may be considered on par with response rates now common across online?” survey research
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studies,?® higher response rates are necessary to make valid inferences.” Relatively “low”
response rates introduce error, or response bias, because those who respond may not ade-
quately represent those who did not.*°

Related is the issue of whether the responding alumni significantly differ from the overall
alumni population—and if so, why? Self-selection bias’! could distort findings if respon-
dents differ from non-respondents in important ways (e.g., gender or race/ethnicity). The
report notes these concerns’? without convincingly resolving them. Endnote 123 refers to a
chi-square test but does not report statistics from that test (including levels of statistical sig-
nificance, degrees of freedom, etc.). Additional statistics (e.g., derived via chi-square tests)
should have been provided to allow for analysis of whether any demographic groups were
under- or over-represented in statistically significant magnitudes. Instead, the report de-
tails simple statistics to classify sample-to-population differences in methodologically am-
ateurish ways (e.g., all differences were <10%; see also Figure 2°*). These issues are critical
because the study claims that its findings “reflect the general experiences of Summit alum-
ni;”* yet, this claim cannot be supported by the descriptive evidence offered.

The report is on firm ground in its use of the independently validated Satisfaction with
Life Scale to assess its alumni’s overall life satisfaction. However, its self-constructed sur-
vey, which measures Summit’s five dimensions of well-being, is less convincing. The report
provides no statistics to support the reliability, validity, or actual factor structure of the
survey.’ There were also instrument issues with, for example, the use of double-barreled
items®” and intermingling of Likert-scale, opinion-oriented and more factual, demograph-
ic-oriented items.’®* Accordingly, it cannot be said with any confidence that the report’s
findings accurately reflect the extent to which “Summit alumni have achieved high levels of
personal well-being and fulfillment in their lives after high school.”*

There are also unresolved questions about the reported college completion rates. The re-
port calculated college completion rates (54.8% overall, 49.9% within six years, and 28.2%
for students it labels as socioeconomically disadvantaged) using data collected through the
survey combined with data obtained from the National Student Clearinghouse and “web
sleuthing” (i.e., searching for missing data on non-respondents on LinkedIn, Facebook, and
Google).* The report went beyond reporting its alumni’s college completion rates to make
claims based on comparing these observed rates with national averages.*! It claims Summit’s
54.8% overall college completion rate to be “nearly double the national average for educa-
tional attainment for adults over 18, which was 33% in 2019,”* and it claims its six-year
college completion rate for socioeconomically disadvantaged students (28.2%) to be almost
three times the national average (11%) for low-income students.*

To support the claim that Summit’s alumni graduate college at nearly double the national
average, the report notes that Summit’s “to date” graduation rate of 54.8% is higher than the
reported U.S. Census Bureau national average graduation rate of 33% for all adults over 18.#
However, the census table the report cites (in Endnote 32) provides the education attain-
ment of all adults 18 years and older. It does not provide the 33% average graduation rate
the Summit report claims. A more relevant citation would have been the U.S. Department
of Education’s National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) data on graduation rates for

cohorts of high school graduates from the same years as Summit’s alumni. The NCES data
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indicate that the six-year completion rates for students completing a bachelor’s degree at
the same four-year institution where they started range from 59.4% for the class entering
college in 2007 to 64% for the class entering college in 2014.% These are higher college com-
pletion rates than those reported for Summit graduates.

A similar concern about the appropriateness of the chosen comparison standard arises with
respect to the report’s claim that Summit’s six-year college completion rate for low-income
students (28.2%) is “almost 3 times the national average.”*® For this “national average” it
cites*’ an article posted on The 74 website* citing a Pell Institute report. Because the article
from The 74 website does not provide a direct link to the report it cites, the only way to try
to assess the validity of this comparison was to independently search for statistics reported
by the Pell Institute. A 2018 Pell report reported 11% as the estimated bachelor’s degree
attainment rates by age 24 for the lowest income quartile.*” A 2021 Pell report (with data
through 2019) reported that percentage as 13%.° However, since Pathways to Success does
not define what it means by “socioeconomically disadvantaged” (SED), it is not clear that the
Summit alumni defined as being in this group can appropriately be compared to the lowest
income quartiles reported in the Pell reports. The second income quartile, according to the
2021 Pell report, had a 21% college completion rate by age 24. Finally, Pathways to Success
offers no analysis to indicate that Summit alumni were representative of the communities
(e.g., districts) from which they came. On that point, it is important to recall that a general
criticism of charter schools is that they sometimes use recruiting/admissions (and dismiss-
al) practices—often referred to as “creaming”—that target and seek to retain high-achieving
and less-challenging students.’!

Finally, the report fails to provide important information that would allow for accurate in-
terpretation of its finding that 46% of responding alumni who came from SED backgrounds
and working full-time report making $60,000 or more a year.*> The report does not say how
many of these people there were, making it impossible to interpret the significance of the
reported percentage. It is also impossible to know if the responding alumni who came from
SED backgrounds are representative of alumni who did not respond—although it seems
quite likely that they were not. As the report itself notes in an earlier section, alumni “expe-
riencing disease symptoms or COVID-related mental health issues, job loss, or other adverse
effects” would have been less likely to respond to the survey.’* Consistently, alumni from
SED backgrounds were among the most underrepresented in the sample.* In sum, the data
provided do not sufficiently support the claim that “many alumni from low-income families
have experienced economic mobility in their post-high school lives.”’

VI. Review of the Validity of the Findings and Conclusions

If, as it claims, Summit’s Pathways to Success report is purely descriptive analysis for inter-
nal use,*® it provides some useful information that the organization can use to understand
its alumni. However, although the report claims to refrain from making claims about the
success of its model,” it does make such claims>® based on unjustified inferences that the
responding alumni accurately represent the full population of alumni and on inappropriate
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comparisons to national statistics.

Ultimately, the methodological concerns described above cast doubt on validity of the claims
made about alumni success. The press release went too far, in other words, in suggesting
that the study’s results proved Summit’s efficacy in terms of all key graduated alumni out-
comes, with emphasis placed on the finding that Summit alumni “graduate college at nearly
double the national average.”

VII. Usefulness of the Report for Guidance
of Policy and Practice

Summit Public Schools’ report, Pathways to Success: Exploring the Long-Term Outcomes
of Alumni from Summit Public Schools, seems confused about what it wants to be. Is it in-
tended for internal self-improvement, or to solicit funders, or to promote and market Sum-
mit’s program to other schools? Depending on where you look you might answer yes to any
of those questions. What is clear, however, is that the research done is not well organized
and the findings reported are of little, if any, value in understanding the actual performance
of Summit Public Schools or in supporting the claims made in the report’s press release.
There is little, if anything, in this report to make it of value to policymakers or non-Summit
practitioners.
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per student’s success stories, Butler University’s graduate programs, and the like.

Double-barreled items are items that are used to ask two distinct questions within the same item, but the
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that they are motivated to reach their goals, (2) agree that they like what they do each day but disagree that
they are motivated to reach their goals, (3) disagree that they like what they do each day but agree that they
are motivated to reach their goals, or (4) disagree that they like what they do each day and agree that they are
motivated to reach their goals.
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