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When the Government announced that it would be introducing charter schools—a kind of self-governing state 

school with more independence than regular state schools—to New Zealand, it specified that their primary 

objective would be to help turn around New Zealand’s persistent problem with the underachievement of 

its poorest performing school pupils.1 Many of these poorly performing pupils are members of what may 

be considered to be disadvantaged populations, with those from low-income groups, Maori and Pasifika 

children overrepresented.2 As the Government moves ahead with what it has renamed “Partnership 

Schools,” or Kura Hourua, it is important for New Zealanders to ask whether, and to what extent, charter 

schools can make a positive difference to the educational achievement of specific groups of pupils who 

consistently underperform.

Before we can begin to answer this question, we must note that there is no such thing as a charter school; 

rather there are many charter schools operating in different ways, in a multitude of locations, and serving 

a diverse range of pupils.3 Charter schools are a model of state school in which the state issues a licence 

and funding to a provider who operates the school. Providers vary from school to school and could be, 

for example, groups of parents, not-for-profit community groups, religious groups, entrepreneurial school 

leaders, businesses or education management organisations.4 Charter schools are given some freedom 

from the usual rules and regulations under which regular state schools are required to operate, including 

the freedom to offer a different curriculum to the national curriculum, flexibility of operating hours,  

and/or the ability to employ non-credentialled teachers. In return for these sorts of freedoms, operators are 

ideally held to high standards of accountability for meeting the conditions of their licence, and these can be 

revoked if they do not perform.5 Charter schools have been operating in different parts of the world, such as 

in the United States, England and Sweden, for a number of years, taking different forms in different places. 

One thing that becomes eminently clear from the emerging charter school research is that charter schools 

do not produce uniform outcomes.6
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This Research Note examines what the highest quality charter schools research has to say about how 

effective charter schools have been for disadvantaged pupils. It does so by focussing on the evidence of 

charter schools’ impacts on the achievement of certain types of disadvantaged pupils—low-income pupils, 

English language pupils, ethnic minority group pupils, and special education pupils—in the United States. 

United States charter schools are examined because they are very similar to the charter school model that 

has been proposed for New Zealand, and they have been operating for a period of years, making it possible 

to begin evaluating their successes and failures. For more discussion about how we determined what 

characterises the highest quality research, see the companion explanatory note on how to read charter 

schools research.7 It is worth recognising that the findings examined in this Research Note are to do with 

pupils’ test score achievement gains. This is not the only aspect of education that is important, but it is one 

significant and measurable factor.

What does high quality research say about the impact that charter schools have had on 
different kinds of disadvantaged pupils?

The general picture to be drawn from high quality charter school studies is mixed. It seems that charter 

schools can have significant positive impacts for particular groups of disadvantaged pupils, but they do not 

always succeed at this.

What follows is a summary of the findings from high quality research on the impact that United States charter 

schools have had on the four populations of disadvantaged pupils that we have chosen to examine. For each 

group of pupils a table also summarises the statisitcally significant impacts—that is, the estimated impacts 

which were not likely to be the result of random chance—from each of the relevant, high quality studies we 

have compiled. 

Low-income pupils

The most promising impact that charter schools have had among disadvantaged populations has been for 

low-income pupils. Many high quality studies have estimated that low-income pupils who attended charter 

schools made small to medium-sized achievement gains in reading and mathematics compared to similar 

pupils in regular state schools.

Some studies have shown that those improvements have also increased over time. One of the most positive 

such results comes from a 2010 preliminary observational study of middle charter schools which are part of 

the Knowledge is Power Program (KIPP)—a charter school programme that is specifically targeted at low-

income pupils. Educational researchers Christina Clark Tuttle and others looked at eleven KIPP schools and 

noted that the gains which pupils were experiencing after three years were equivalent to 1.2 years of extra 

learning in mathematics and to 0.9 years of extra learning in reading.8 These results show that over time, it 

could be possible for the low-income pupils attending these schools to close the achievement gap between 

themselves and more advantaged pupils in the wider population.

Further, even in studies that have shown poor results for low-income pupils attending charter schools, there 

is some evidence that these pupils are making more progress at charter schools than they would be at regular 

state schools. For instance, Stanford University’s Center for Research on Education Outcomes (CREDO) 2009 

multi-state observational charter school study found that though low-income pupils at charter schools made 

negative achievement gains in reading and mathematics—that is, their learning did not progress as far as it 

should have—they still made more progress at charter schools than did their matched regular state school 

peers.9

In summary, while the effect sizes are generally very small,10 it may be concluded that it is possible for some 

charter schools to make a positive difference to the achievement of low-income pupils and that some charter 

schools can make a big difference to their learning over time.
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Table 1, below, presents the statistically significant impacts from charter schools for low-income pupils, as 

reported by the high quality studies examined.

Table 1.	 Statistically	significant	results	of	charter	school	studies	examining	the	achievement	of	low-income	
pupils	in	reading	and	mathematics

Study

Negative	impact Positive	impact

Reading Mathematics Reading Mathematics

small medium large small medium large small medium large small medium large

Clark, Gleason 
and Others 
(2011)—in 
second year11

0.17

Witte (2011)—
Milwaukee (after 
3 years)12

-0.87

Clark Tuttle and 
others (2010)—
KIPP middle 
schools after 
three years13

0.28 0.48

CREDO (2009)—
after two years14

-0.80 -0.70

note: This table, and the ones that follow, summarise the achievement gains in reading and mathematics of specific groups of disadvantaged 

pupils in charter schools. The impacts are reported in terms of effect sizes, in units of standard deviations. An effect size of ±0.1 standard 

deviation, or less, represents a small impact on achievement; from ±0.2 to ±0.4.99 a medium impact; and ±0.5 or more a large impact.

English language pupils

A second population of pupils that high quality studies have shown may have benefited from charter schools 

are those who are learning English as a second language (or English language pupils). Though there is as 

yet only a limited amount of high quality data available on this group, indications are that English language 

pupils who attend charter schools have made some improvements in reading and mathematics over and 

above those of similar pupils in regular state schools.

In 2011, education researchers Julian Betts and Y. Emily Tang conducted a meta-analysis of a number of 

studies on charter schools. They estimated that charter schools enabled English language pupils to make 

positive, small- to medium-sized achievement gains, especially in the area of reading in the middle school 

years.15 Moreover, the 2009 CREDO study found that though English language pupils at charter schools did 

not make the desired level of progress in reading and mathematics, they still made more progress at charter 

schools than did their matched regular state school peers.16

In summary, while the evidence from high quality studies is relatively scarce, it may be concluded that it 

is possible for some charter schools to make a broadly positive difference to the achievement of English 

language pupils, perhaps most especially in the middle school years.

Table 2, below, presents the estimated, statistically significant impacts from charter schools for English 

language pupils, as reported by the high quality studies examined.
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Table 2.	 Statistically significant results of charter school studies examining the achievement of English 
language pupils  in reading and mathematics

Study

Negative	impact Positive	impact

Reading Mathematics Reading Mathematics

small medium large small medium large small medium large small medium large

Betts and 
Tang (2011)— 
middle school 
years17

0.38 0.5

Betts and 
Tang (2011)—
combined 
school grades18

0.05 0.03

CREDO 
(2009)—after 2 
years19

-0.13 -0.06

Ethnic minority group pupils

Charter schools’ impact on the achievement of ethnic minority group pupils is mixed. High quality studies 

indicate a range of both negative and positive effects, which are difficult to draw conclusions from because 

many of the findings are not statistically significant. This makes it difficult to know how reliable those findings 

are. Some of the most recently published high quality studies indicate how typical this trend is. Educational 

researchers Melissa Clark, Philip Gleason and others, for example, found in their 2011 observational study of 

middle charter schools that there were no statistically significant differences in achievement at state tests 

in mathematics and reading between Hispanic or non-white pupils and white pupils.20 Betts and Tang’s 2011 

meta-analysis also did not find a clear pattern for charter school impacts on ethnic minority group pupils’ 

achievement.

Yet even given this mix of results, some evidence indicates that charter schools in particular cities have had a 

more generally positive impact on the achievement of ethnic minority pupils. Though they do not specifically 

examine pupil sub-groups in their 2005 lottery evaluation of Chicago’s charter schools, economists Caroline 

Hoxby and Jonah Rockoff, for example, found that pupils who attended Chicago’s charter schools—who were 

predominantly African-American or Hispanic and poor—for a sustained period of time made achievement 

gains that represented about half of the achievement gap between the average disadvantaged minority pupil 

in Chicago’s regular state schools and the average middle-income, non-minority group pupil in a suburban 

district.21 Comparable evaluations of New York City’s charter schools and some of those aligned with KIPP, 

have found similar results. These results are thought to be attributed to the fact that successful charter 

schools have made solving disadvantaged pupils’ learning and behavioural issues part of the school’s core 

purpose, instead of treating such pupils as special cases in remedial or alternative programmes, as may 

happen in regular state schools.22 In this way, charter schools with a focussed mission—often directed toward 

improving the achievement of those pupils marginalised in or by the regular state schooling system—are the 

ones most likely to be successful at boosting ethnic minority group pupils’ achievement.23

In summary, the dominant, general trend evident from high quality studies is that charter schools have 

a negligible to small, negative impact on ethnic minority group pupils’ achievement. And yet, there 

are instances where pupils from ethnic minorities have made positive achievement gains when they 

attend charter schools that operate in certain cities where higher concentrations of poor, educationally 

disadvantaged children live. This suggests that there may be something to note about the leadership, 

mission and organisation of these schools. It is possible to conclude that, under certain circumstances, 
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charter schools may make a positive difference to the achievement of ethnic minority group pupils, although 

this outcome cannot be guaranteed.24

Table 3, below, presents the estimated statistically significant impacts from charter schools for ethnic 

minority group pupils, as reported by the high quality studies examined.

Table 3.	 Statistically significant results of charter school studies examining the achievement of ethnic 
minority pupils in reading and mathematics

Study

Negative impact Positive impact

Reading Mathematics Reading Mathematics

Small Medium Large Small Medium Large Small Medium Large Small Medium Large

Betts and Tang 
(2011)—African 
American25

0.03

Betts and 
Tang (2011)—
Hispanic26

-0.07 0.05

Betts and Tang 
(2011)—Native 
American27

-0.10

Witte(2011)—
Milwaukee, 
African-American, 
after 3 years28

-0.38 -0.21

CREDO (2009)—
African-American, 
after 2 years29

-0.15 -0.16

CREDO (2009)—
Hispanic, after 2 
years30

-0.06 -0.07

Zimmer (2009)— 
African-American, 
non-primary 
charter schools31

-0.08
(Texas)

0.05
(San 

Diego)

Zimmer (2009)—
Chicago, Hispanic, 
non-primary 
charter schools32

-0.14 -0.14

Zimmer (2009)— 
Texas, Hispanic, 
non-primary 
charter schools33

-0.10

Nicotera, 
Mendiburo and 
Berends (2009)—
Indianapolis, 
African-American34

0.24

Nicotera, 
Mendiburo and 
Berends (2009)—
Indianapolis, 
Hispanic35

0.88
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Special education pupils

For special education pupils, the preponderance of the evidence from high quality studies seems to indicate 

that they have not done much better at charter schools than they would have at regular state schools. 

In some cases, they have achieved worse at charter schools. These results give some reason for concern 

because the charter school model ought to—and can, according to some accounts—be a way of providing 

tailored, high quality special education.36

Though impact studies have not indicated why special education pupils are not faring better in charter 

schools, it is possible to speculate about the reasons. Whether or not charter schools are accessible to 

special education pupils is a continuing debate.37 In the United States, charter schools have been criticised 

for enrolling a lower percentage of pupils with disabilities than regular state schools. For example, a 2012 

federal General Accounting Office report found anecdotal evidence that this could be because fewer parents 

of disabled pupils are choosing to send their children to charter schools (perhaps because there are good 

programmes in regular state schools), or that some charter schools might be discouraging disabled pupils 

from attending.38 Public school districts may also have an impact, too, as they might choose not to place 

disabled pupils in charter schools. Another possible explanation is that charter schools do not identify 

special education pupils at as high a rate as regular state schools do because they try to educate them 

through regular school programmes.

It could also be that special education pupils are doing better in some charter schools than they would be 

in regular state schools, but that they are just doing better in ways that standardised tests in reading and 

mathematics cannot measure. Charter schools may be helping pupils with behavioural problems or helping 

pupils to develop social skills, for instance.39 Secondly, it may be that special education pupils in charter 

schools have not been given the attention or instruction that they needed to achieve.40 For example, charter 

schools with more traditional curricula and approaches to teaching and learning might have struggled to 

boost special education pupils’ achievement. A final explanation is that charter schools might not have 

access to the funding or specialised classrooms that are required to help special education pupils to 

succeed.41

In summary, it seems on the face of it that special education pupils do not fare very well in charter schools. 

However, no studies have been able to clarify why this is the case. More research is required in order to 

determine whether special education pupils actually do receive a poor quality education from attending 

charter schools, or if they are either benefiting educationally in other ways, or if a charter school can be set 

up in such a way as to raise the level of special education pupils’ achievement.

Table 4, on the following page, presents the estimated statistically significant impacts from charter schools 

for special education pupils, as reported by the high quality studies examined.
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Table 4.  Statistically significant results of charter school studies examining the achievement of special 
education pupils in reading and mathematics

Study

Negative	impact Positive	impact

Reading Mathematics Reading Mathematics

small medium large small medium large small medium large small medium large

Betts and Tang 
(2011)—middle 
schools42

0.44

Betts and 
Tang (2011)—
combined 
school grades43

0.01 0.01

Witte (2011)—
after three 
years44

-0.28 -0.31

CREDO (2009)—
after two 
years45

-0.24 -0.19

Clark Tuttle and 
others (2010)—
KIPP middle 
schools after 
three years46

0.28 0.48

CREDO (2009)—
after two years47

-0.80 -0.70

Conclusions: Charter schools’ impacts on disadvantaged pupils

The findings from high quality studies suggest that for some disadvantaged pupils, charter schools can have 

a positive impact on pupil achievement.48 Many of the studies showed good results for low-income pupils 

and English language pupils in charter schools. And yet high-level studies indicated that charter schools 

were not seeing better achievement, and were sometimes seeing worse achievement for ethnic minority 

group pupils and special education pupils. Even this finding is not universal however—particular charter 

school programmes for ethnic minority group pupils have had positive results. More research needs to be 

done to determine whether there could be better ways of setting up charter schools for special education 

pupils as well. While the impact of United States charter schools should not be assumed to be directly 

replicable in New Zealand, they do give some indication that charter schools have potential to be effective 

for some of the most disadvantaged pupils in the school system.

Some groups, including the teacher unions, the NZEI and the PPTA, and Massey University’s Education 

Policy Response Group (EPRG), have claimed that charter schools should not be introduced because either 

they “don’t work” or because some research indicates that charter schools can make no more, or even less, 

difference to pupils’ achievement than regular state schools do.49 In doing so, they have relied a lot on the 

CREDO study’s negative findings. This interpretation is far from the truth, however. There is no such thing as 

a general charter school effect for disadvantaged pupils, but there is much variation in how, where, and with 

whom charter schools operate—all of which can have a significant bearing on how successful a particular 

charter school is at raising disadvantaged pupils’ achievement. It is important to note that the variation is 

not random.50 Charter schools do seem to perform better in New York City, Boston, Chicago or New Orleans, 
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for example, but worse in Ohio or Arizona. The task is to understand why charter schools in some places 

have performed better than others, and to learn from those differences.

With all of this in mind, it will be vital for those planning New Zealand’s Partnership School model to be 

aware of the variability of charter schools’ performance amongst disadvantaged pupils and, therefore, to 

design the Partnership School pilot with a thorough, scientific evaluation in mind. They would do well to 

involve experienced economists and educational researchers in the pilot’s design and to employ them to 

evaluate its impact on Partnership School pupils as compared with pupils who attend comparable regular 

state schools.51 This would further require the collection and use of more comprehensive background 

data on pupils’ achievement, their characteristics and their family background than has, perhaps, been 

collected and used before in New Zealand education research.52 Decision-makers should also consider 

the organisational factors that seem to be associated with charter schools that have been successful at 

improving disadvantaged pupils’ achievement when designing the pilot, such as having a focussed mission 

on improving disadvantaged pupils’ performance, and employing staff and using resources in ways which 

are directed towards achieving that mission.53 Politicians should also agree to let the pilot schools run for 

a decent length of time—at least five years—given that immature charter schools, like all new schools, can 

produce negative results in their first years.54 This will be critical for assessing whether Partnership Schools 

have been able to have a positive impact on disadvantaged pupils.
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