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Summary

The Fordham Institute recently published a report contending that the state’s charter
schools have outperformed traditional public schools and implying that they merit contin-
ued or expanded state investment. The report’s tone is assured, prompting readers to expect
an analysis demonstrating substantial, robust evidence on multiple achievement measures.
However, the report’s evidence does not match its emphatic claims. Instead, it relies on
previously critiqued methods and provides findings that lack the strength to suggest mean-
ingful differences between charter and traditional public schools. These findings recycle the
flaws of past arguments and offer nothing new to the literature on charter school achieve-
ment, and the report is of no use to policymakers.
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I. Introduction

School choice policies expanded across U.S. during the 2020s,* with charter schools (i.e.,
publicly funded, tuition-free schools, run independently of school districts) among the most
popular options. Of the 45 states that enable charter schools, 25 have seen an increase in
charter schools and campuses since 2020, while only four have experienced a decrease.? Giv-
en increasing state investment in charters, understanding their performance is important.
Unfortunately, much of the research has been of uneven quality.

Ohio is one of 10 states with the most charter school campuses and students.? In the past
two years the Thomas B. Fordham Foundation has published three research reports focused
on Ohio.* NEPC reviewers found that the first two reports (released 2022 and 2024) over-
stated the implications of the evidence they offered.5 Their Forewords, written by Fordham
Institute staff, mocked the concerns of charter school critics® and declared the debate about
charter school effectiveness to be over.” These assessments are perhaps unsurprising, given
that the Fordham Institute staunchly supports school choice. Also unsurprising is that the
June 2024 report reviewed here, Ohio Charter Schools After the Pandemic: Are Their Stu-
dents Still Learning More Than They Would in District Schools?,® employs statistical anal-
yses to contend that Ohio’s charter schools outperform public schools, if perhaps not as well
as they did earlier. The report’s analyses, however, fail to support the conclusion offered in
its Foreword that, “. .. one thing’s for sure: Supporting—and investing in—high-quality pub-
lic charter schools remains a strong, evidence-based approach that Ohio should continue to
embrace.”
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II. Findings and Conclusions of the Report

The report itself offers three findings that it terms “takeaways”:

1. “Brick-and-mortar charter schools continue to yield greater achievement gains than
nearby district schools, but their advantage in English language arts is smaller than in
2018-19.”%°

“Students in brick-and-mortar charter schools experienced large gains on high school
exams (relative to students in nearby district schools), which helped sustain the char-
ter advantage since the pandemic.”

“Brick-and-mortar charter schools’ achievement advantage in Grades 4—8 appears to
be on the rebound.”

As mentioned earlier, the report’s Foreword frames the report by highlighting its claim that
charter schools provided roughly 13 extra days of learning in English language arts and nine
extra days in math post-pandemic. It concludes that the state’s charter schools are “a strong,
evidence-based approach that Ohio should continue to embrace.”*3

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

The report’s findings stem from a primary analysis using Ohio data. Based on a series of re-
gression analyses, it compares Ohio charter school student test scores to those of students in
nearby traditional public schools. The report’s analysis, as well as previous reports commis-
sioned by the Fordham Institute, contribute to its findings and to the generalized conclusion
that continued investment in charter schools is warranted.

IV. The Report’s Use of Research Literature

The report fails to meaningfully engage academic literature. It cites support for its meth-
odological choices in isolation, without acknowledging key competing work. In particular,
although the “days of learning” conversion'+ is a contested methodological practice, the re-
port does not acknowledge this and/or justify the choice to use this method. One article in a
reputable journal in the field goes as far as to say, “We recommend avoiding this translation
in all cases, and that consumers of research results look with skepticism towards research
translated into units of time.”s

Another literature-related flaw is that the report lacks outside research to support its con-
clusions. For example, the Foreword claims “on average charters delivered superior aca-
demic outcomes,” but in support the report cites only a questionable report that has not
undergone peer review.’®* Meanwhile, the Summary and Implications section of the report
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furthers this claim in Ohio, saying “the average student in Ohio’s brick-and-mortar charter
schools continues to learn more than they would in nearby district schools.”” Such claims
about Ohio charter schools rely primarily on three of the author’s own reports.*®

In contrast, years of studies—including one from the National Bureau of Economic Re-
search*—show that charter school students perform about the same as traditional public
school students.?° Also important is a shortcoming of the existing literature base: It remains
unclear what methodology can reliably identify the specific factors generating positive and
negative charter performance within that complex and highly variable sector. This is a cru-
cial barrier in helping policymakers to implement positive practices and remove harmful
ones,?' and one that urges caution about overgeneralizing and overstating findings and con-
clusions. The report fails to acknowledge this documented difficulty.

V. Review of the Report’s Methods

The report includes a technical appendix addressing data, variable constructions, and re-
gression modeling strategies, indicating that technical and analytic strategies were appro-
priate. Nevertheless, the methodology suffers from flaws in the report’s broader conceptual
logic:

1. The report compares Ohio charter school student test scores to those of students in
nearby traditional public schools. It justifies this strategy with a citation suggesting
that geographically proximate schools can serve as comparison groups,* but this ci-
tation is insufficient because, in fact, geographically proximate schools might not be
comparable. While it’s possible the student bodies may be similar, research has found
an emerging trend of gentrifying families choosing a charter school rather than leav-
ing the city for the suburbs, possibly skewing the demographic profile of a nearby
school.23 But the report reflects no effort to report demographic profiles of districts
or charters, and no effort or way to control for student-level traits. Instead, it simply
weights schools by enrollment, assuming this is a sufficient means to determine com-
parability.24 At the very least, the report should have included descriptions of schools’
composition or indicated a check for the robustness of findings using other strategies,
such as statistical matching strategies, to alleviate these concerns. (An even more ad-
vantageous approach, though likely unavailable due to data constraints, would have
been employing student-level datasets.)

Related to the report’s comparative approach is a likely inconsistency in how virtual
learning is included (or not) for public compared to charter schools. Traditional pub-
lic schools often fold full-time virtual learning outcomes into their brick-and-mortar
test score reporting.?s In Ohio, virtual charter schools perform chronically lower than
traditional public schools.?® In the analysis, the traditional public schools likely are
reporting test scores of virtual students while virtual charter schools are excluded,
making the claim of comparing sectors invalid.
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As noted earlier, scholars argue against using the “days of learning” conversion,?”
which leads to misleading interpretations. The conversion produces larger numbers
in the imagination of readers, inflating their perceptions of otherwise small effect size
numbers.2®

The analysis focuses on a narrow definition of achievement. The 4—8 analysis focuses
on annual math, ELA, and science test scores; high school scores also include govern-
ment and history. However: The singular reliance on test scores in these subjects does
not give a complete account of a school and its operation—or of student learning. Oth-
er measures could include school climate, resources, student and staff well-being, and
additional measures of academic learning such as college-going rates and engagement
in school.?® While this is a common flaw in school assessment literature, that doesn’t
mean the problem is not meaningful and can be ignored.

VI. Review of the Validity of the Findings and Conclusions

The report overstates the robustness of its coefficients. Even if the methodology were ac-
cepted as completely sound, the analysis provides little reason to conclude that Ohio charter
schools outperform traditional public schools. Instead, findings warrant the more grounded
observation that there is little difference between sectors.

Regarding finding one: The report states, “brick-and-mortar charter schools continue to
yield greater achievement gains than nearby district schools.”3° However, Figure 1 actually
shows that in Grades 4—8, of the six 2021-22 and 2022-23 findings (one for each year for
ELA, math, and science) the coefficient sizes are small (and one is negative). Five fail to
achieve the modest <0.05 level of statistical significance. Figure 2 on Grades 4—8 shows
that all three coefficients have no statistical significance when pooling the years; again, the
effects are small, and one is negative.

Regarding finding two: The report states, “students in brick-and-mortar charter schools ex-
perienced large gains on high school exams.3' However, Figure 3 shows that the gains are ac-
tually small. The report itself concedes that “the high school estimates appear much larger”
due to the cumulative nature of the high school tests they report upon. Four out of the five
coefficients are statistically significant in high school years, but the coefficients are small.

Regarding finding three: The report states, “brick-and-mortar charter schools’ achievement
advantage in Grades 4—8 appears to be on the rebound.”?? But Figure 4 actually shows that
two of these coefficients went from statistically insignificant and small negative coefficients
to statistically insignificant small positive coefficients. In contrast, one went from statisti-
cally insignificant and small positive coefficients to zero. There is hardly sufficient evidence
to declare a “rebound.”

More generally, the comparative approach used in this report offers no insight into the rea-
sons for any differences in scores—and the reasons are all-important. Numerous mecha-
nisms could cause charter schools to perform better but would still not support charter
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school expansion. For example, even if the analysis controls for selection bias in individu-
al student achievement, peer effects (the composition and consequent dynamics of how a
student group affects individual learning) might cause higher achievement in the charter
schools studied. If the schools were scaled up, though, those dynamics would likely change.
Or, high test scores might be caused by “teaching to the test” that provides no meaningful
learning other than test preparation.3 Or, unrecognized funding not accounted for in fund-
ing formulas such as donations might shape performance.3¢ These are a few examples that
emphasize that test score comparisons cannot provide the causal information necessary to
inform policy decisions.

Given all of the above, the sweeping conclusion in the Foreword is exaggerated: “. . . but one
thing’s for sure: Supporting—and investing in—high-quality public charter schools remains
a strong, evidence-based approach that Ohio should continue to embrace.”?5 Neither the
report’s findings nor other prior research provides strong evidence of success. And even
if results had been robustly positive, they still would not support this assertion. Beyond a
school’s designation as charter or traditional, many factors drive effects in ways not yet fully
understood. Without knowing what specific traits or mechanisms lead to specific outcomes,
as well as what the positive and negative aspects of those factors are, wholesale endorsement
of one sector over another is unfounded.

VII. Usefulness of the Report for Guidance

of Policy and Practice

The lack of evidence detailed above means that the report has no utility for policymakers,
who continue to expand the charter system.3® While there are undoubtedly high-performing
charter schools just as there are high-performing public schools, the effort, energy, and po-
litical capital spent on expanding the sector could be better spent elsewhere—especially by
inquiring into the mechanisms that lead to successful practice in both sectors.
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