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Introduction

Closing racial and economic achievement
and opportunity gaps is a very important issue
facing education today.
Closing racial and economic achievement and opportunity

charter schools provide high-quality choices, and lead to

gaps is a very important issue facing education today.

better outcomes for African American students.

Despite the successes of the Civil Rights movement,
race-based achievement and opportunity gaps still exist

As the premiere membership and professional organization

for African American students. These gaps are seen

serving California’s robust charter movement, the California

across a host of educational outcomes and persist despite

Charter Schools Association (CCSA) has a deep-rooted

increased focus on eliminating them in recent years. Given

interest in understanding how the state’s charter public

the invaluable role education plays in life outcomes, these

schools can accelerate closing persistent achievement

racial disparities are of significant importance to the lives of

gaps while advancing educational innovation that improves

African American students and to the health of our nation.

teaching and learning for all students. We believe it is
essential that every parent and all children have quality

This report seeks to examine the persistence of these

school options that are also diverse and innovative, and

racial achievement gaps and how charter public schools
1

we are committed to ensuring the California charter school

achieve greater success with this population of students .

movement helps to fill this void. CCSA aims with this

Chartering and Choice as an Achievement Gap-Closing

work to explore schools that show demonstrably strong

Reform provides a quantitative analysis of African

academic performance outcomes for students, in this

American academic performance trends in California, as

case an important population of students who have been

well as qualitative case studies of three highly successful

historically and chronically underserved and with whom

charter public schools. This includes an overview of

charter schools in California are showing particular and

best practices for effectively educating African American

sustained promise. Because charters are intended to serve

students as documented and evaluated through classroom

as a vanguard of innovation, we explore these effective

observations, interviews and focus groups. Results show

schools’ practices in detail so that both traditional public

that California charter public schools strongly promote

and charter public schools undertaking similar challenges

African American achievement and are helping to close

can learn from them. In particular, we seek to shine a light

the persistent racial achievement gaps between African

on how these practices exist (what they look and sound

American students and those of other races. African

like in action) inside successful schools so we can facilitate

Americans in the state enroll in charter public schools at

discussion about these approaches and how to continue

higher rates than in traditional public schools, and those

to improve public education. In the operational context of

African American charter students are outperforming their

the full autonomy that chartering provides, these schools

peers attending traditional schools on numerous state test

have created successful cultures of achievement, and

score measures. While sizeable gaps remain, California

made conscious choices about how to accelerate success
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– yet none of their practices are inherently inaccessible to

their student bodies. We learn that what is best for African

traditional public schools.

American students is “simply good teaching” – a rigorous,
relevant curriculum provided in a supportive environment

While we seek to disseminate best practices, CCSA

of high expectations.

does not endorse specific curricular approaches or
instructional designs, nor does it proscribe replication of

We cannot yet declare victory — sizeable gaps still exist

isolated practices outside of what must be a process of

for African American students. Chartering and Choice

integration and mission alignment that permeates the

as an Achievement Gap-Closing Reform examines how

culture of an entire school. Instead, we offer this research

California charter public schools are closing the divide

as an exploration of what are key elements of success,

and achieving success that translates into high African

and encourage schools to study and consider how these

American academic performance, shining a spotlight on

practices might inform their own design and approach.

effective best practices every school can implement, if

Above all, our goal is to point to the irrefutable evidence

given the freedom to do so. Due to the autonomy charter

that all students can succeed at high levels and racial

schools have, they serve as centers of innovation that

achievement gaps can be eliminated.

should be studied to identify best practices. In this report,
we study charters doing an exceptional job of educating

This report begins by describing national and state African
American student performance trends and the persistent
racial achievement gaps that exist between that population
and students of other races. We then discuss the
performance of African American students attending charter
public and traditional public in California over four school
years, 2006-07 to 2009-10, attending charter public and
traditional public schools. This analysis reveals clear areas
of strength for the state’s charter school movement, areas
where charter public schools are achieving better results
with African American students and are more likely to do
so than traditional public schools. That understanding of
the achievement gap and of African American performance
then becomes the backdrop against which we discuss how
to better serve African American students. We studied three
high-performing charter schools serving African American
students particularly well to identify the best practices they
implement. The report examines both what is observed
as well as what school leaders and teachers say matters
most for African American students. What we uncover is
a very high level of congruence between what research
tells us works and what these successful schools do with

African American youth and describe practices other
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Opportunity and Achievement Gaps

students enroll in community college, where few (only 15%
of those African American students) transfer to a four-year

Nationally, African Americans trail behind Whites and
Asians on National Assessment of Educational Progress

university or complete an Associate’s degree.

2

(NAEP) performance, even when controlling for family
income. Racial gaps also exist in dropout rates, registration
for Advanced Placement (AP) exams, enrollment in honors
and gifted classes, and admittance to college and graduate
and professional programs (Ladson-Billings, 2006;
Hammond, 2010).
While there have been some gains over the past few
years, California’s African American students continue to
trail Asian and White students in academic achievement.
African American English Language Arts (ELA) and math
performance on the California Standards Test (CST) has
increased over the past five years but remains behind
White and Asian students and, in some cases, Latino
students as well (EdSource, 2008). In 2010-11, 43% of
African American students were proficient in ELA compared

Explanations for the Gap

to 72% of Whites and 79% of Asians (45% for Latinos). The

There is a long history of discussion about race-based

gaps in math were equally large, with only 41% proficiency

performance differences, and various theorists have

for African Americans compared to 70% for Whites and

discussed their ideas as to the cause of those gaps over

84% for Asians (50% for Latinos) (http://ayp.cde.ca.gov).

the years. Those explanations have ranged from biological,

African American students were also overrepresented in

Eugenics-based beliefs that African Americans are not

special education and alternative programs (EdSource,

as intelligent as other races, to cultural deficit theories

2008).

regarding pathological lifestyles of poverty, student apathy
and lack of care by parents. There have also been social-

These achievement gaps are accompanied by gaps in high

psychological theories of “Stereotype Threat” examining

school completion and college attainment. In 2009-10,

the unconscious effects of race and racism on students’

African American high school graduation rates (59%) trailed

performance, and a sociolinguistic focus on cultural

Asians’ (89%) and Whites’ (83%), impacting the state total

mismatch. Issues of cultural biases and measurement flaws

(74%). Further, African American students who do graduate

in standardized tests were raised in the 1980s. Multicultural

from high school are often not prepared for college. Only

education researchers and curriculum theorists focus on

26% of African American students completed A-G course
3

requirements in 2008. In 2009, less than 10% were EAP

the nature of the curriculum and school, while teacher
4

educators focus on teacher practices (Ladson-Billings,

ready for college-level English or math (The Education

2006; Thompson, 2007). This wide body of research shows

Trust-West, 2010). Only 48% of African American students

that the causes of persistent racial achievement gaps are

enrolled in some type of college; one-third of those

multifaceted and complex.
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African American families are choosing charter
public schools at nearly double the rate of
traditional public schools.
Another more recent explanation for persistent racial

public schools are also surpassing traditional public schools

achievement gaps focuses on how school factors impact

in academic achievement.

achievement – factors like safety, technology, class size,
rigor, and teacher quality (preparation, experience and

Charter Public School Performance

attendance). This line of inquiry naturally leads to an

The California Schools Association (CCSA) has examined

examination of charter public schools, which are free to

both the successes and the challenges of charter

innovate on these exact factors, and has inspired a growing

school performance in California. CCSA’s 2011 Portrait

body of research on charter school effectiveness with

of the Movement report found that charter schools are

African American students.

concentrated among both the highest performing and
lowest performing schools in the state, when controlling

Chartering and Choice as an Achievement
Gap-Closing Education Reform Strategy

for student background; 16% of charters perform in the top

Indeed, both in California and nationally, charter schools

5th percentile. This circumstance of mixed performance

are recruiting African American students at higher rates

has been confirmed by several independent researchers,

and are delivering higher educational outcomes for these

notably Stanford University’s Center for Research on

students. African American families are choosing charter

Educational Outcomes (CREDO), which compared charter

public schools at nearly double the rate of traditional

school students to virtual twins of similar backgrounds and

public schools. In 2009-10, African American students

found that 17% of charter public school students performed

accounted for approximately 16% of the national student

better than, about 50% performed the same as, and 37%

population in traditional public schools, but 30% of charter

underperformed their traditional public school twins.

5% of schools statewide, and 11.5% perform in the bottom

public school students (National Alliance for Public Charter
Schools). In 31 of 40 states with charter schools, African

However, simply noting mixed performance overall masks

American students are overrepresented in charters.

a vital truth about charter school results, which is that the

Research has shown that African American parents have

populations for which charter schools are having the most

high levels of satisfaction with charter schools and that they

success are those that have the highest need, and have

choose charters for a better quality education defined as

been left behind by the traditional system. While school

smaller class sizes, better teachers, a stronger sense of

achievement is largely correlated to the socioeconomic

belonging for themselves and their students, individualized

background within traditional public schools, charter public

attention, and a supportive school staff (Almond, 2011).

schools are breaking that trend and showing that poverty

Since families are clearly responding to the opportunities

does not equal destiny: 42% of charters serving low-income

provided by charter schools, we should examine if charter

populations perform in the top 10% of schools statewide –
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outperforming traditional schools 4 to 15.
Others have discovered similar findings of higher
performance in charter schools. Caroline Hoxby studied
93% of New York City charter school students (grades
3-12 and 61% African American) from 2001 to 2008 and
concluded that charter school attendance was associated
with closing 86% of the ELA and 66% of the math
achievement gap. In Boston, whose schools are twothirds African American, lottery-based research found that
the city’s charter public school students perform better
academically than those in traditional public schools.
Taken together, this research suggests that charters
show potential to serve as a mechanism to close the
achievement gap in many states across the nation,
including California. The numerous areas where
charters are doing a better job of serving a historicallydisenfranchised population warrant further exploration.
Given the broad autonomies charters enjoy to create
innovative curricula, align operational priorities and
design and conform to unique mission statements, a
keen understanding of what works best is critical. We
should study these centers of innovation to identify what
best practices are utilized to achieve those results and
glean from those lessons. What follows examines those
performance trends and best practices for educating
African American students.
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The research design of this study incorporates three types

Relationship between Race and Performance

of quantitative data to examine African American enrollment

The relationship between African American student

and performance trends in California charter public and

enrollment and school performance was assessed using a

traditional public schools from 2006-07 to 2009-10. Each

linear regression model to determine how that relationship

type of data is detailed below, as well as the variables used

differs for charter public and traditional public schools. The

to disaggregate the data. All enrollment and performance

results of the regression tell us how much a school’s API

data comes from the 2010 fall release of the Academic
6

Performance Index (API) and Adequate Yearly Progress

score increases or decreases as more African American
7

students enroll. Where that relationship is insignificant or

(AYP) data files maintained by the California Department

less strong indicates an area were race matters less for

of Education (CDE) and analyzed by the Association.

academic outcomes. In addition to model significance,

This analysis excluded schools that fall under the state’s
8

Alternative Schools and Accountability Model (ASAM) .

we assess the model’s beta-coefficients to understand
the strength of the relationship between African American
enrollment and school performance. This number tells us

In understanding the higher performance of charter

how much school performance (in this case API scores)

schools, critics often argue that charters serve a more

increases or decreases (depending on whether the

socioeconomically advantaged population. We do not find

coefficient is positive or negative) with each percentage

this to be true among the African American population.

increase of African American students. As we will see in

The African American populations in charter public and

the findings, model beta-coefficients and the R2 coefficients

traditional public schools are very similar. Average parent

were small but statistically significant 9.

education levels are the same (high school graduates to
some college) and free/reduced-price lunch participation

Accountability Framework

is similar (63% for charters and 67% for traditional

In 2011, CCSA published the first annual Portrait of the

public schools, on average). Both are variables used

Movement report presenting our accountability framework10.

to approximate students’ socioeconomic status.

This report introduced a performance framework for charter

Furthermore, both charter and traditional schools serving

schools in California that renders a more nuanced analysis

African American students have similarly high annual

of charter school performance on a variety of academic

retention rates (94% and 92%, respectively).

performance indicators. To do this, CCSA developed a

Enrollment

tool, the Similar Students Measure (SSM), which assesses
school performance while filtering out many of the non-

Actual enrollment percentages were calculated using

school effects on student achievement through the use of

African American and total school enrollment figures at

regression-based predictive modeling, an approach used

the time of testing in the spring of 2010. These enrollment

by researchers across the field. The measure compares a

figures represent the students included in the performance

school’s Academic Performance Index (API) to a predicted

results – students consistently enrolled in each school from

API that controls for the effects of student background on

fall to spring. This data represents all schools with African

performance, resulting in a metric called Percent Predicted

American students. See Appendix B for a table of sample

API. This approach enables researchers to identify schools

sizes by data source and year.

that perform significantly over and under their prediction on
an annual basis, as well as over a period of three years.
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In order to broaden our assessment of charter school

academic performance. A school is identified as a High

performance and evaluate performance through multiple

Impact school if it fulfills each of the following:

lenses, we devised a three-dimensional framework that
overlays the Similar Students Measure on a grid of Status

• API of at least 800 (the statewide goal)

and Growth based on the Academic Performance Index

• Cumulative three-year API growth of above -30 points

(API). From this, we see how charters public schools
– particularly those serving disadvantaged students –
compare to traditional public schools on measures of
academic status and three-year growth, and investigate

(no more than 30 point decline over three years)
• SSM Bands of “Above Most Years,” “Above All Years,”
or “Far Above All Years”

patterns within the charter movement.

• Proficiency of at least 50% in both ELA and Math.

The Accountability Framework of Status, Growth, and the

There is no minimum age for a school to be able to qualify

Similar Students Measure (SSM) has been a significant
vehicle in informing CCSA’s efforts to establish minimum
performance expectations for charters at the time of
renewal 11. CCSA has adopted minimum performance
standards that improve upon current law by creating a clear
and transparent benchmark based on status and growth,
including the SSM as a way to isolate student demographic
factors, relying on multiple years of data, and using the
most recently available data. CCSA has adopted these
criteria as CCSA policy regarding minimum performance.
In order to qualify for CCSA’s endorsement of a school’s
academic performance at their time of renewal, schools
four years and older must meet the following Minimum

as a High Impact school under these criteria.
See the methods section of the Portrait of the Movement
report for further detail.
Since we do not have access to individual student data,
we cannot directly assess African American student
performance on our accountability framework. However,
schools that had a numerically significant population of
African American students (i.e., those which receive an
African American API score 14 ) were assessed on this
framework to understand how charter public and traditional
public schools serving African American students perform

Criteria for Renewal 12 :

when race is controlled for (based on our ASPP regression

• API of at least 70013, or

how many of these schools would meet or fail CCSA’s

• Cumulative three-year growth in API
of at least 30 points, or
• SSM Bands of “Within / Fluctuating” through
“Far Above All Years”
At the other end of the performance spectrum, the Status,
Growth and SSM Framework also provides a guide for
identifying “High Impact” schools that persistently exceed
their prediction controlling for student background, while
also demonstrating success on other measures of absolute

which controls for student background). We also assessed
charter renewal criteria and which would be considered
high impact schools. Both charter and traditional schools
are assessed on these measures to provide context and
present a full picture of performance for both types of
schools.

Academic Performance Index (API) Scores
After examining the performance of a sub-sample of
schools serving a significant number of African American
students and controlling for race using our Percent
Predicted API/SSM metric and broader accountability
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framework, we assessed African American API scores

It is important to note that API and AYP metrics are not

for that same sample of schools on traditional academic

necessarily analogous; each paints a unique picture of

measures. African American API scores give the fullest

achievement. The tests included in each measure and

picture of overall achievement because they incorporate

the calculations differ. The API is more appropriate for

test measures from all tested subjects; however a relatively

looking at school-wide performance across a variety of

small percentage of schools statewide have a numerically

subjects while AYP results indicate how well a school

significant African American student population, which is

is meeting federal annual measureable objectives in

needed to generate these scores. Eleven point five percent

English and math. Since they measure different aspects

(11.5%) of traditional public schools (950 schools) and

of performance, a school may have high performance on

12.5% of charter public schools (98) had enough students

one, but not necessarily on the other.

15

to generate an African American API score in 2010 . Mean
African American API scores are presented.

Significance
In addition to utilizing descriptive statistics to analyze
school enrollment and test data, inferential statistics were
run to assess whether some of the differences observed
(i.e., between charter public and traditional public schools)
were statistically significant16. T-tests were conducted
to determine if differences between charter public and
traditional public school averages on API scores and
proficiency rates were statistically meaningful and not just
due to chance. A two-way Analysis of Variance (ANOVA)
was used to determine if the score and percentage
differences observed between charter public and traditional
public schools at different grade levels were statistically
significant. These tests were conducted when a reasonable
sample size was available for comparisons17. For example,

Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP)

it was not reasonable to make charter/ traditional

In addition to assessing African American API scores,

comparisons in districts that had very few charter schools;

English and math proficiency rates were also analyzed.

therefore district analyses were excluded from significance

Proficiency rates provide a larger sample of data, as the

testing. Results were noted as statistically significant as

enrollment threshold for reporting this data is lower. Thus,

defined by a Þ value of .05 or less (*Þ ≤ .05, ** Þ ≤ .01, ***

the African American proficiency rates represent results

Þ ≤ .001).

from 38% of charter public schools (289 schools) and 48%
of traditional public schools (3,839 schools). Here, actual

Disaggregating Data

proficiency percentages were calculated using the total

The enrollment and performance data assessed was

number of African American students scoring proficient or

disaggregated for seven key districts across the state

advanced in ELA and math and the total number of valid

as well as a number of demographic and charter-specific

test scores at the school.

variables.
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The following analyses will be encountered in the report:
• School Type: charter, traditional
• Grade Span: elementary, middle, high school
• Key School Districts: Los Angeles Unified, San Diego
Unified, Oakland Unified, Sacramento City Unified,
San Francisco Unified, Fresno Unified and San
Bernardino Unified
• Start Type: Identifies whether a charter school started
organically without converting from an existing school
(start-up) or converted from a traditional pubic school
into a charter public school (conversion).
• Site Type: Identifies whether a charter school is
classroom based (80% of instructional time is offered
at the school site) or non-classroom based (less than
80% of instructional time is offered at the school site).
• Autonomy: Indicates how dependent or independent
a charter public school is from their local school district
and/or charter authorizer 18. Charters are classified as
autonomous, semi-autonomous, or non-autonomous.
• Management Model: Indicates if the charter is a part
of a network of schools or is a single-site charter 19.
• Charter Maturity: Charters are also categorized
as young or mature if they have existed for fewer
or greater than six years (this corresponds to a five
year charter school renewal cycle) 20.
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This section presents the key findings from the quantitative analysis of enrollment and performance trends for African
American students. As was explained above, three types of data were assessed: enrollment percentages, mean API
scores, and proficiency percentages. Where appropriate, these data were disaggregated by the additional variables
discussed above.

Enrollment

1. African American students are enrolled in charter public schools
at higher rates than traditional public schools statewide and at all
grade levels.
African American students represent 6% of the California public school population, but 9% of the charter public school
population. African American students are particularly concentrated in charter public schools at the middle school level 21.
These trends of higher African American enrollment have persisted over time.
Figure 1: Percent of African American Students by Grade Span, 2009-2010

15
13.6

12
9

8.7

8.4

7.4

6
5.7

5.6

All Schools

Elementar y

5.9

5.6

3
0
Middle

High

In general, charter public school enrollment has been increasing while traditional public school enrollment has been
decreasing (for all students). Over the past four years, traditional public school enrollment has been decreasing statewide
and with African American students, however Latino student enrollment in traditional public schools has been slowly
increasing. Among charter public schools, enrollment overall and African American enrollment has increased, although
African American charter enrollment saw a drop in 2010. This is possibly due to the substantial increase among charter
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public schools in Latino enrollment in 2010 (up 16.68%). It is also due to the decline of African American students in all
schools, representing a broader trend in California of African American families leaving the state 22.
Figure 2: Changing Enrollment Trends, 2007 - 2010

2006-07

2007-08

2008-09

2009-10

Trend

Spring Enrollment of All Students
All Schools
Charter
Traditional

4,754,642

4,703,177

4,661,912

4,622,701

(-)

169,505

192,179

211,167

232,079

(+)

4,585,137

4,510,998

4,450,745

4,390,622

(-)

Percent African American Enrollment
All Schools

6.42%

6.23%

6.38%

5.86%

(-)

Charter

9.72%

9.84%

10.24%

8.68%

(+), except 2010

Traditional

6.29%

6.08%

6.20%

5.71%

(-)

Percent Latino Enrollment
All Schools

42.92%

43.27%

44.73%

45.17%

(+)

Charter

32.01%

32.74%

35.16%

51.84%

(+)

Traditional

43.33%

43.72%

45.18%

44.92%

(+)

African American students are enrolled in charter public schools at higher rates than traditional public schools in most
of California’s large urban school districts. For example, in Los Angeles and Sacramento City Unified School Districts,
African American students are choosing charters at about twice the rate as traditional public schools. One exception is
Oakland Unified School District, where African American enrollment in charters lags that of traditional public schools by
2%.
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Figure 3. Percent of African American Students in Key Districts, 2009-10

8.3

LAUSD

15.1
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SDUSD
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2. Charters are reversing the trend of underperformance among
African American students. The negative relationship between African
American enrollment and school performance is three times weaker in
charter public schools than in traditional public schools.
Statewide data reveal that among traditional public schools, the percent of African American students in a school
is a predictor of low school performance, and the higher the African American enrollment, the lower the school’s
performance in general. However, charters are breaking this trend, as this relationship is much weaker for charter
public schools than for traditional public schools. The percent of African American students in a school is nearly three
times less predictive of school achievement in charter public schools (beta = -0.758) than in traditional public schools
(beta = -2.06). See Figures 43-45 in Appendix D for full model results.
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Test Performance
We began our analysis of African American performance using a metric that controls for student background, the
Annual School Performance Prediction (ASPP) and Similar Students Measure (SSM) described in the research design
section above. We also assessed schools using CCSA’s accountability framework of API status, growth and predicted
performance (controlling for student background). For this framework, we analyze schools that serve a numerically
significant subgroup of African American students in order to compare how charters are adding value to students’
outcomes compared to their traditional public school counterparts.

3. In 2010, charter public schools serving African American students
outperformed their predicted performance at about four times the rate
as traditional public schools serving African American students.
Figure 4 shows how schools serving a numerically significant subgroup of African American students perform on
Percent Predicted API in comparison with all schools in the state. Schools at the top of the statewide distribution far
exceed their predicted performance, while schools on the far left side far under-performed their prediction.
Figure 4: Charters with Significant African American Subgroups Statewide Distribution on Percent Predicted API, 2010
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Figure 5: Traditional Schools With Significant African American Subgroups Statewide Distribution on Percent Predicted API, 2010
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This performance trend showing lower numbers of charters in the bottom percentiles and higher numbers at the top has
been consistent for charters. Traditional public school performance shows the opposite trend of higher numbers in the
bottom percentiles. This means that charter public schools serving a numerically significant subset of African American
students were more likely to far exceed their predicted performance than were traditional public schools.
Figure 6: Statewide Distribution on Percent Predicted API, 2010: Schools with African American Subgroups
Bottom 5th
Percentile

Total

Bottom 10th
Percentile

Top 10th
Percentile

Top 5th
Percentile

2009-10

Charter

Traditional

98

944

Number

8

13

35

27

Percent

8.2%

13.3%

35.7%

27.6%

Number

79

143

84

36

Percent

8.4%

15.1%

8.9%

3.8%

2008-09

Charter

Traditional

109

1,072

Number

8

11

34

25

Percent

7.3%

10.1%

31.2%

22.9%

Number

74

150

110

47

Percent

6.9%

14%

10.3%

4.4%

2007-08

Charter

Traditional

86

1,043

Number

9

11

31

22

Percent

10.5%

12.8%

36%

25.6%

Number

80

134

98

44

Percent

7.7%

12.8%

9.4%

4.2%

2006-07

Charter

Traditional

78

1,094

Number

2

10

23

20

Percent

2.6%

12.2%

29.5%

25.6%

Number

78

147

112

52

Percent

7.1%

13.4%

10.2%

4.8%
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4. Over a three-year period, charter public schools serving African
American students are over three times as likely as traditional public
schools to consistently outperform their predicted performance.
The Similar Students Measure (SSM) categorizes schools based upon a three-year pattern of performance relative
to their prediction. Thirty-four percent (34%) of charters serving a numerically significant African American population
consistently outperform, compared to 11% of traditional public schools serving African Americans.
Figure 7: Percent of Charter and Traditional Schools with Significant African
American Student Populations in each Similar Students Measure Band, 2010
Below Most / All Years

Within / Fluctuating

Above Most / All Years

Charter (N = 98)
15.3

51

33.7

Non-Charter (N = 950)
16.1
0%

72.8
20%

40%

60%

80%

11.1
100%

5. Charter public schools serving African American students are more
likely to have high academic status and growth and less likely to have
low academic status and growth than traditional public schools.
In addition to categorizing schools based on their demographically-adjusted performance, the CCSA Accountability
Framework creates a four-quadrant grid of academic status and growth over time in order to classify schools based on
both their overall academic success and their momentum. We are interested in schools that have had the opportunity
to demonstrate momentum, so we look at charters four years and older and compare them to traditional public schools.
Through this lens, 29% of charters serving a numerically significant subgroup of African American students have
high academic status and high growth, compared to 18.5% of traditional public schools serving African American
populations. On the other end of the spectrum, 29% of these charters have low academic status and growth,
compared to 35.3% for traditional public schools. This means that charters serving African American students
are much more likely to demonstrate success on measure of academic status and growth overtime – and less
likely to experience low, stagnant results – than comparable traditional public schools.
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Figure 8: Scatter Plot of Charter Performance among Schools 4+ Years Old,
with a Significant African American Population

API Status, Growth, SSM Performance Band: Charters 4+ Years Old w/ AA subgroups
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HIGH GROWTH
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400
-100
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0
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SSM PERFORMANCE BANDS
Far Above All Years

Above All Years
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Below All Years

Far Below All Years

Within/Fluctuating

250

Page 21

Key Findings > Test Performance > CCSA’s Accountability Framework: Controlling for Student

Figure 9: Scatter Plot of Traditional School Performance among Schools
with a Significant African American Population

API Status, Growth, SSM Performance Band: Non-Charters w/ AA subgroups
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Figure 10: Status/Growth Quadrants for 2010 (centered at statewide median)
Charter Public Schools
(4+ years old)

Traditional Public
Schools

Frequency

Percent

Frequency

Percent

Low Status, Low Growth

16

29.1

334

35.3

Low Status, High Growth

21

38.2

344

36.3

High Status, Low Growth

2

3.6

94

9.9

High Status, High Growth

16

29.1

175

18.5

Total with Data

55

100.0

947

100.0

Missing Data

43 23

3

Total

98

950
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6. Charter public schools serving African American students are
over three times as likely to be a “High Impact” school than traditional
public schools serving African American students. They are about half
as likely as their traditional public school counterparts to fall below
CCSA’s Minimum Criteria for Renewal.
As was discussed in the Research Design section, schools serving African American students were assessed
on CCSA’s full accountability framework, including our standards of minimum performance for renewal and our
metrics of High Impact schools for replication. Traditional public schools are also assessed on these metrics to
provide context and a full picture of performance across schools.
Figure 11: High Impact Schools

High Impact Schools
Percent of Schools that are High Impact
Total with Data

Charter Public Schools

Traditional Public Schools

15

47

15.3%

5.0%

98

944

Figure 12: Below CCSA Minimum Criteria for Renewal
Charter Public Schools
(4+ years)

Traditional Public Schools

Number of Schools Below CCSA
Minimum Criteria for Renewal

2

61

Percent of Schools Below CCSA
Minimum Criteria for Renewal

3.6%

6.5%

55

944

Total with Data

When controlling for student background characteristics, charters are more likely to outperform predicted performance
and are more likely to have higher API status (current scores) and growth (over three years). Charters serving a
significant African American population were also more likely to be High Impact, and less likely to fail renewal criteria
of minimal performance.
Next, we remove those demographic controls and assess API scores, as well as ELA and math proficiency rates. Here,
too, we see that charters outperform their traditional public school counterparts in educating African American students.
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Traditional Academic Measures: API and AYP Results
In this section, we assess the performance of African American students in two ways: comparing the subgroup API scores
for African American students and comparing the English and math proficiency rates for African American students. It is
important to remember that African American API data represent 12-13% of schools (charter and traditional), while AYP
proficiency data represent 40-50% of schools.

7. African American students have higher API achievement in charter
public schools than in traditional public schools statewide, although
all schools continue to have low proficiency rates for African American
students.
In 2009-10, the average African American API score for charter public schools was 713, 19 points more than the average
African American API score for traditional public schools, which was 693. However, this gap was not statistically significant
and it has actually closed slightly over the past four years, indicating a faster rate of increase among
traditional public schools 24. However, charters have consistently earned higher African American API scores.
Figure 13: Average African American API Scores by School Type, 2007-2010
Charter

Traditional

700
678*
25
points

713
19
points

683
686

694

669
653

2006-07

2007-08

2008-09

2009-10

African American students are more likely to score proficient or advanced in English and math in charter public schools
than in traditional public school. In English, this charter increase has remained constant over the past four years, while
in math, charter performance has mirrored traditional public school performance until 2010, when charter performance
increased substantially.
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Figure 14: African American ELA Percent Proficient/Advanced by School Type, 2007-2010
Charter

Traditional

+8
43.4
41.8

37.7
39

39.7

35
34.8
31.9
+9
2006-07

2007-08

2008-09

2009-10

Figure 15: African American Math Percent Proficient/Advanced by School Type, 2007-2010
Charter

Traditional

+8
40.9
37.0
38.2
37.1

33.5
30.6

32.7

30.1
+11
2006-07

2007-08

2008-09

2009-10
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8. African American students in charter public schools perform better
than traditional public schools in elementary and middle school.
However, among high schools, the charter advantage has diminished
in recent years.
The average African American API score for charter elementary schools is 765, 42 points over the average African
American API for traditional public schools of 723 (a statistically significant difference). The charter lead has particularly
accelerated over the past four years, as charter performance increased by 70 points, compared to a 40-point increase for
traditional public schools.
Figure 16: Average African American API Scores for Elementary Schools, 2007-2010
Charter

Traditional

+70
765
744

695
12
points

709
717

42
points
723

700
683
+40
2006-07

2007-08

2008-09

2009-10

African American students in charter public middle schools exceeded their traditional public school counterparts by 50
points (a statistically significant difference): 719 for charters compared to 669 for traditional public schools. Over the past
four years, traditional public schools have improved by 40 points, compared to a 29 point increase for charters, showing
that traditional public schools are making some, albeit slow, progress in closing this gap.
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Figure 17: Average African American API Scores for Middle Schools, 2007-2010
Charter

Traditional

+29

690

719

712

697

50
points

61
points

666

669

2008-09

2009-10

645
629
+40
2006-07

2007-08

African American API scores at the high school level tell a somewhat different story than elementary and middle
schools. In 2007, charters’ average African American API exceeded traditional public schools by 38 points. However,
charters’ African American performance in high schools decreased in subsequent years, during which time traditional
public school African American performance in high schools increased. Consequently, in 2010, charter African American
performance was actually lower than traditional public schools by 12 points; however that difference was not statistically
significant.
Figure 18: Average African American API Scores for High Schools, 2007-2010
Charter

Traditional

-5

657

650

645

638

38
points

639

630

645

612

+45
2006-07

2007-08

2008-09

2009-10

-12
points
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This decrease in performance is possibly due to an increase in the conversion of large, low-performing high schools into
charters in recent years. While African American enrollment in charter public high schools declined in both start-up and
conversion high schools in 2009-10, the percent enrolled in conversion high schools increased in 2008-09,
representing an increase in low-performing, large comprehensive high schools converting to charter public schools. This
trend is further evidenced when examining student socioeconomic status. From 2007 to 2010, conversion high schools
shifted from being higher educated (some college and above) to lower educated populations (high school
graduates) and from less poverty (20-30% average free/reduced-price lunch participation) to higher poverty (52-56%
average free/reduced-price lunch participation) schools. Traditional public school to charter public school conversions are
intentional transformations of schools for the purpose of improvement. In recent years, such conversions have focused
more on chronic underperformers with large at-risk populations with the goal of transforming the educational experience
for those youth. As the chartering transformation fully develops at these schools, we expect to see charter high school
performance rebound. See Figure 33 in Appendix C for further detail.
The same patterns of performance are revealed when looking at differences in the percent of students scoring
proficient or advanced in ELA and math across grade levels. Full results are provided in Appendix C.
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9. African Americans in charter public schools outperform their
traditional public school counterparts in most large urban districts.
The average African American API for charters exceeds that of traditional public schools in four of the five urban districts
examined for which data was available. That trend has been mostly consistent over the past four years. African American
API scores are increasing for both charter public and traditional public schools across every district. The increase among
charter public schools has been higher in Oakland, Sacramento and San Diego. In Sacramento, charters have increased
their African American performance by an impressive 176 points, creating a 154 point gap between charter public and
traditional public schools.
Figure 19: Cumulative Change in African American API Scores by District from 2007 - 2010
2006-2007

2007-2008

2008-2009

2009-2010

Cumulative Change

Charter

703

707

664

700

-3

Traditional

643

657

699

688

+45

Charter

655

694

711

730

+75

Traditional

628

635

651

671

+43

Charter

660

701

739

836

+176

Traditional

669

695

698

682

+13

Charter

735

664

769

750

+15

Traditional

573

566

575

605

+32

Charter

677

667

685

712

+45

Traditional

658

677

710

726

+68

Los Angeles

Oakland

Sacramento

San Francisco

San Diego

Yellow highlighting indicates higher API scores. Char ter public schools in Fresno and San Bernardino
do not have enough African American students to generate a significant subgroup for API purposes.
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Los Angeles charters experienced a three point decline from 2007 to 2010; however, this is likely due to the conversion
(from traditional to charter) of a large (1,461 students), low-performing, predominantly African American high school.
When that high school is removed, Los Angeles charter performance demonstrates its historical trend of increasing
African American performance (see Figure 20 below). Still, the traditional public school rate of increase has been greater.
As previously noted, these types of traditional to charter conversions, focused on transforming chronically failing schools,
represent entry into the most challenging reform space possible. There is no expectation of immediate turnaround for
conversions that will result in quick gains in the API, particularly as some of the first tasks in a turnaround scenario are
to increase retention rates and establish a culture of achievement across the organization. Given that time to transform
previously failing conversions, aggregate charter performance will likely rebound, as evidenced in previous conversions
for purposes of turnaround already clearly demonstrated in Los Angeles.
Figure 20: Cumulative Change in African American API Scores by District from 2007–2010,
large conversion excluded
2006-07

2007-08

2008-09

2009-10

Cumulative Change

Charter

703

707

715

717

+14

Traditional

644

658

664

688

+45

Los Angeles

The same patterns of performance are revealed when looking at differences in the percent of students scoring
proficient or advanced in English and math in districts. Full results are provided in Appendix C.
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10. Charter public schools are having more success than
traditional public schools at closing the achievement gap between
African Americans and Whites and Asians, although big gaps persist
across all school types.

Figure 21 below shows charter African American, White, and Asian performance as well as traditional public
school African American performance over time. Given that charter African American performance is higher,
charter achievement gaps are smaller. However, all schools have large gaps to close.
Figure 21: API Achievement Gap in CA, 2007-2010
Asian API, all students

White API, all students

Charter African American API

Traditional African American API
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866

800

821
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700
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11. The most successful charter public schools serving African
American students well tend to be part of a network or Charter
Management Organization (CMO), and are older, classroom
based or start-up schools.
Clearly, charter public schools are offering a better option for many African American students in California. However, as
there is much diversity in the charter portfolio, it is worth looking deeper at specific school characteristics to see
if there are certain qualities that lead to a charter public school’s more likely success with African American students.
As the figure below shows, African American enrollment is higher in classroom-based, start-up, autonomous, younger, and
networked/CMO charters. African American performance is also typically higher in these types of charters, except where
charter age is concerned, in which case performance is higher in mature charters.
Figure 22: African American Percentages and Performance by Charter Types
% African American
Students

African American ELA
Proficiency

African American Math
Proficiency

8.68

43.43

40.86

10.84

44.24

42.73

Non-Classroom-Based

3.07

34.46

21.97

Start-Up

9.50

43.70

40.79

Conversion

6.34

41.75

40.98

Autonomous

10.26

43.83

41.26

Semi-Autonomous

5.29

39.04

40.96

Not Autonomous

4.54

43.35

41.07

CMO

11.77

44.82

42.69

Networked

10.74

49.35

47.10

6.46

40.40

37.54

Young

10.68

40.01

37.45

Mature

7.29

46.95

44.38

All Traditional Public Schools
Classroom Based

Freestanding

Yellow highlighting indcates higher numbers.
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When controlling for student background, we see the same trends. ASPP results for schools serving a significant
population of African American students show that start-up, networked/CMO, and mature charters are more likely to
be among the top schools.
Figure 23: Number (percent) of Schools with African American Subgroups
by ASPP Performance and Charter Type

Total

Bottom 5% of
CA Schools

Bottom 10% of
CA Schools

Top 10% of
CA Schools

Top 5% of
CA Schools

Classroom Based

98

8 (8.2%)

13 (13.3%)

35 (35.7%)

27 (27.6%)

Non-Classroom-Based

0

*

*

*

*

Start-Up

80

7 (8.8%)

11 (13.8%)

32 (40%)

26 (32.5%)

Conversion

19

1 (5.3%)

2 (10.5%)

3 (15.8%)

1 (5.3%)

Autonomous

91

8 (8.8%)

13 (14.3)

35 (38.5%)

27 (29.7%)

Semi-Autonomous

0

N/A

N/A

N/A

N/A

Not Autonomous

0

N/A

N/A

N/A

N/A

CMO

47

3 (6.4%)

5 (10.6%)

21 (44.7%)

18 (38.3%)

Networked

14

3 (21.4%)

3 (21.4%)

6 (42.9%)

6 (42.9%)

Freestanding

37

2 (5.4%)

5 (13.5%)

9 (24.3%)

4 (10.8%)

Young

64

5 (7.8%)

8 (12.5%)

18 (28.1%)

14 (21.9%)

Mature

34

3 (8.8%)

5 (14.7%)

17 (50%)

13 (38.2%)

*There were no non-classroom based charters in this sample.
These numbers only represent the 98 charters that have an African American API
Excludes ASAM and small schools25
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12. Few schools have demonstrated that they are highly effective
educators of African Americans; however charters are much more
likely to be in this group. While charters make up only 9% of schools
statewide, they represent 39% of highly effective schools for African
American students.

Figure 24: Number of Schools Effectively Serving African American Students
Statewide

African American
API 800+

African American
ELA Proficiency
65%+

African American
Math Proficiency
65%+

Meets
All Three

Total

8765

101

596

577

18

Charter

761

20

55

48

7

Traditional

8004

81

541

529

11

% of Schools
that are Charter

8.7%

19.8%

9.2%

8.3%

38.9%

Why These Numbers Matter
While charters are earning higher API and proficiency rates with African American students and are more likely to
outperform their predictions, few schools are doing an exceptional job of educating African American youth. However,
those which are provide a unique lens into best practices for closing the achievement gap. We will now examine three
such highly effective schools in depth to identify the best practices they implement to educate African American youth
well.
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Achieving Success:
How Three Charter Schools Across the State are Re-writing the Story of Achievement
In conducting research for this report, we examined a

Three types of qualitative data were collected from each

sample of high performing charter public schools for

school: classroom observations, a teacher focus group,

African American students to discover the practices, norms

and a school leader(s) interview. Observation and interview

and policies they implement that allow them to close the

protocols were developed based upon research of best

achievement gap. What would we observe and hear from

practices for educating African American youth – assessing

faculty and staff? Would we see at work in these schools

whether the practices the research says should be present

the practices cited in research? Would these successful

were, as well as understanding what practices school staff

schools be utilizing other unique practices? Three

believed were responsible for their success with African

California charter schools doing exceptional work educating

American students.

African American students were assessed to address these
questions. Details about the case study process and the

Two researchers conducted full day visits at each school

schools researched is detailed below.

and co-conducted the school leader interview and teacher
focus group, each of which was an hour long. Researchers

Case Study Research Design

spent the rest of their five-to-six hours at the school

Case study schools were selected based on their

observing classrooms or other activities taking place on

African American API score and level of proficiency in

campus. Classroom observations were anywhere from 10

math and ELA. To qualify for the case study, schools

to 30 minutes long, depending on what was happening in

had to have a 2009-10 African American API score of

the class (for example a researcher might enter a class in

800 or higher and their African American students’ ELA

its final 10 minutes before dismissal). Due to the small size

26

and math proficiency had to be 65% or higher . Each

of these charter schools, researchers were able to observe

school was also predominantly African American (60%

every classroom and speak with 40-90% of the staff at

or higher) and located in an urban area, mimicking the

each school.

school environment most African American students in
the nation experience. As was noted in section one of the

A detailed observation protocol was used for each

report, these rigorous criteria left few schools from which

observation, noting the class grade, subject, number

to choose. Three schools were selected from three of

of students and activity taking place. The protocol then

the larger districts in the state that also have a sizeable

provided a check-list of the research-based practices to

charter school movement: Oakland, Sacramento City, and

be observed and open space to note what exactly was

Los Angeles Unified. These districts were also chosen

being observed. School leader interviews and teacher

because of the high percentage of African American

focus groups were recorded with participants’ active, verbal

students each educates and low levels of performance for

consent and transcribed for analysis. The data was then

these districts (these districts received grades of C and D

analyzed in two ways. First, researchers sought to quantify

in the 2011 Education Trust-West Report Card on District

which of the research-based best practices were seen and

Achievement). Each school that was asked to participate in

how often. Secondly, the qualitative data was triangulated

the study chose to do so.

across the three schools to identify the practices, policies
and norms they held in common.

Page 36

The Case Study Schools

KIPP Bridge Charter School
Oakland, CA
KIPP Bridge Charter School (KIPP Bridge) was started
in 2002 as an Oakland Unified School District New
Small Autonomous School before it converted to a
charter in 2007. It is now part of the KIPP Bay Area
Schools, a network of five middle schools and two high
schools that is committed to educating students in
low-income communities for college and beyond. The

Mission:
The mission of KIPP Bridge Charter School is to develop the
academic knowledge, skills, and character traits necessary for
students to achieve success in the finest high schools and colleges,
and the competitive world beyond.

Vision:
The vision of KIPP Bridge Charter School is to provide all students
with an outstanding education that emphasizes critical thinking,
reading, and writing. This education, along with the promotion of
excellent citizenship and the appreciation of diversity, will develop
college-bound community leaders.

school emphasizes a commitment to excellence through
parent, student, and teacher partnerships, and rigorous
standards-based content. In addition to academics, KIPP
Bridge focuses on character development for its students,
developing social skills that will ensure their academic
success in subsequent schools and beyond. The school
has an extended day and numerous after-school activities,
including homework clubs and intervention programs.
KIPP Bridge also has firm behavior and academic
expectations that are coupled with numerous
opportunities for rewards through trips and other
incentives.
Since converting to a charter in 2007, KIPP Bridge has
been one of the fastest improving schools statewide,
gaining 105 API points over two years. Further, API scores

Figure 25: KIPP Bridge Demographics, 2009-10
Number of Students

296

Grades Served

5-8

Percent African American Students

76%

Percent of students Eligible for Free/
Reduced Price Lunch

66%

KIPP Bridge Achievement Snapshot

2006-07

2009-10

API score for African American Students

742

856

Percent of students Proficient/Advanced
in ELA

45%

67%

Percent of Students Proficient/Advanced
in Math

35%

65%

for African American students increased by 114 points
from 2007 to 2010; KIPP Bridge students outscored
African American middle school students in the district by

Figure 26: Achievement Comparison between
KIPP Bridge and Oakland Unified, 2009-10

201 points in 2010. During the same period, the school

KIPP Bridge

Oakland Unified

API Score for African
American students

856

655

Percent of Students
Proficient/Advanced
in ELA

67%

35%

Bridge was one of two recipients of the California Charter

Percent of Students
Proficient/Advanced
in Math

65%

31%

Schools Association’s “School of the Year” award in 2011.

Comparisons are based on district middle schools.

increased its African American proficiency rates by more
than 22% in ELA and 30% in math. KIPP Bridge graduates
attend rigorous college-preparatory public high schools,
like KIPP King Collegiate, and prestigious private schools
such as the College Preparatory School, the Athenian
School, Bishop O’Dowd, Bentley, and others. KIPP
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St. HOPE Public School 7 (PS7)
Sacramento, CA

Mission:

St. HOPE Public School 7 (PS7) started in 2003 as a

To promote self motivated, industrious, critically-thinking leaders
who are prepared to graduate from a four-year college or university,
committed to serving others and passionate about life-long learning.

charter public school in Sacramento and is part of the
St. HOPE Public Schools network, which operates three

PS7 is a public charter school founded on five pillars:
• High Expectations

• Focus on Results

schools and serves 1,400 students from preschool

• Choice and Commitment

• Power to Lead

through grade 12. PS7 offers a rigorous academic

• More Time

program characterized by smaller classrooms, focused
instruction with high expectations, an extended day,
quality teachers, and required student uniforms. The
school itself is comprised of an elementary school and a
middle school on two separate campuses. PS7 operates
on a reward system for students based on behavior and
academic improvement, the culmination of which includes
trips to places like the Ashland Oregon Shakespeare
Festival for 8th graders at the end of the academic year.
PS7’s academic performance has increased substantially
since its founding, particularly in recent years. Since 2007,
its overall API score has increased by an impressive
168 points, with an average yearly gain of 56 points.
The school’s API score of 908 for African American
students represents a three year increase of 159 points.
In comparison, Sacramento City Unified School District

Figure 27: PS7 Demographics, 2009-10
Number of Students

378

Grades Served

K-8

Percent African American Students

81%

Percent of students Eligible for Free/
Reduced Price Lunch

62%

PS7 Achievement Snapshot

2006-07

2009-10

API score for African American Students

749

908

Percent of students Proficient/Advanced
in ELA

47%

73%

Percent of Students Proficient/Advanced
in Math

50%

87%

schools only increased their African American API scores
by 29 points over three years and ended 2010 with a
score of 724. In the past two years alone, PS7’s African
American ELA proficiency has increased by 26% to a

Figure 28: Achievement Comparison between
PS7 and Sacramento City Unified, 2009-10

high of 73% in 2010, while its African American math

PS7

Sacramento City
Unified

API Score for African
American students

908

724

Percent of Students
Proficient/Advanced
in ELA

72%

42%

Percent of Students
Proficient/Advanced
in Math

86%

48%

proficiency has increased by 37% to a high of 87% in
2010. In recognition of its remarkable success, PS7 was
named a California Distinguished School in 2009-10.
PS7 was a 2010 Blue Ribbon nominee and was recently
named a top 10 performer among California charter
schools in the University of Southern California’s (USC’s)
annual School Performance Dashboard.

Comparisons are based on district middle schools.
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Watts Learning Center Charter School
Los Angeles, CA
Since its opening in 1997, Watts Learning Center Charter
School (Watts Learning Center) has grown to be one of
the most successful schools in Los Angeles. In 2008, the
school, which was originally housed in a Baptist church,
opened a brand-new 12,500 square foot facility with lots
of natural light and spacious classrooms. Watts Learning
Center has been referred to as a “beacon of hope” in the
neighborhood. Founded on the basis of high expectations
and the belief that all children can succeed regardless of
their background or life challenges, Watts Learning Center
is now part of a network of schools that also operates a
middle school.

Mission:
The Watts Learning Center will build on the success of Head Start
and other pre-school programs by creating a culture of learning in
which all stakeholders — students, parents or guardians, faculty,
and staff — have clearly defined roles and expectations.

Vision:
The Watts Learning Center will be a world-class, child-centered
elementary school with strong ties to families and the community.
WLC will produce high academic achievers who are self-confident,
ethical, and motivated to be lifelong learners.

Core Values:
Achievement, Respect, Commitment, Integrity, Community and
Acceptance

Figure 29: Watts Learning Center Demographics,
2009-10
Number of Students

352

Grades Served

K-8

its API score for African American students increased by

Percent African American Students

93%

39 points to reach 858. The school outperforms similar

Percent of students Eligible for Free/
Reduced Price Lunch

91%

Watts Learning Center has a track record of consistent
high performance as well as growth over time. Since 2007,

nearby public schools and consistently performs in the
top decile statewide when compared to demographically
similar schools. In 2009-10, Los Angeles Unified’s African
American students’ API score was 725 – 133 points below
Watts Learning Center’s. The school also demonstrates
success in accelerating the performance of its students.
For example, in 2010 the school’s fourth grade class
increased its ELA proficiency by 29% and math proficiency
by 31% when compared to their performance from the
prior year. The school has received numerous accolades,

Watts Learning Center Achievement
Snapshot

2006-07

2009-10

API score for African American Students

819

858

Percent of students Proficient/Advanced
in ELA

49%

65%

Percent of Students Proficient/Advanced
in Math

70%

77%

Figure 30: Achievement Comparison between
WLC and Los Angeles Unified, 2009-10

including being named a California Distinguished School

Watts Learning
Center

Los Angeles
Unified

API Score for African
American students

858

725

Percent of Students
Proficient/Advanced
in ELA

65%

42%

Percent of Students
Proficient/Advanced
in Math

77%

33%

and the California Charter School of the Year in 2007.

Comparisons are based on district elementary schools.
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Best Practices Confirmed
Effective strategies for educating African American

family and student contracts, behavior systems, direct

students have a long history of discussion and debate, and

instruction, and greater instructional time for ELA and math

those strategies are characterized differently by various

(Almond, 2011; Gay, 2010; Kunjufu, 2009, 2010; Ladson-

educators and researchers. However, there are common

Billings, 2009; Papalewise & Fortune, 2002). We found

themes. Effective schools for African American students are

these characterizations to be true of the three charter

marked by a culture of high expectations and inclusiveness;

schools examined.

mutual respect for and among parents, teachers, staff,
and students; strong data-driven decision-making; and

Observations, interviews, focus groups and school

a commitment to help teachers improve (Thompson,

materials were assessed at the three case study schools

2007). These schools are committed to doing whatever it

to determine the extent to which research-based best

takes, with staff and students putting in many more hours

practices were observed and what practices the three

than most public schools. Such schools have a defined

schools held in common. With near perfect precision,

mission statement that emphasizes academic performance

these successful schools were implementing most of the

and college attainment. A culture of high expectations

strategies discussed in scholarly literature as effective

exists in which students are expected to perform at high

for African American students. Figure 21 provides an

levels, manage their behavior and participate fully in

overview of the practices observed during the school visits

their education. Educators at these schools implement

and the frequency of occurrence in just one day (across

a standards-based curriculum and make use of internal

the three schools). These numbers represent overt and

evaluation. Students are regularly exposed to state test

explicit demonstrations of the practice as seen primarily in

questions and practice assessments throughout the year.

classes. Low to no occurrence does not imply the schools

Schools that effectively serve African American students

were not implementing that strategy. In fact, what was not

are also marked by longer school days and extended

observed was referenced in the interviews or focus groups.

academic years, student advisory teams, school uniforms,

During our visit to each school, we observed the following
practices:

Figure 31: Best Practices Observed
Instructional Strategies
• Direct instruction (24)
• Teacher is patient in explaining concepts (22)
• A challenging curriculum (18)
• Students being encouraged to ask questions and discuss (18)
• Using questioning to spark discussion (17)
• Stressing vocabulary (16)
• Teacher gives extra help during class (14)
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• Synthesis activities (culminating summaries in creative ways, songs, debates, puppet shows, etc.) (13)
• “Call and response” activities (12)
• Stimulating higher-order thinking and creativity (10)
• Students being provided opportunities to showcase their talents (mock trial, student teaching, posters, group work) (10)
• Content specifically about the histories and contributions of different ethnic groups(10)
• Texts and materials displaying cultural diversity (9)
• Use of music or movement in learning (8)
• Classroom content being made relevant to the real world and students’ own communities (6)
• CST prep or test-prep in general (5)
• Homework being related to class work and tests (5)
• Content specifically about racial or cultural knowledge, identity and pride (4)
• Validation of African American Vernacular English (AAVE) (4)
• Providing multiple ways for success (3)
• Story-telling (3)
• Homework being collected, graded and/or reviewed (3)
• Offering extra credit opportunities (1)

Classroom Culture
• Cooperative and collaborative learning environment (18)
• Students openly praise and support each other (10)
• Students assist each other with academic work or other on-task activities (9)
• Performance or role play (4)
• Teacher reiterating the importance of the content and the academic pursuit (6)
• Student voice and autonomy is allowed and encouraged (expressing their thoughts, feelings, ideas and emotions) (6)
• Academics takes precedence over all (5)
• Connecting content to the “big picture” (3)

School Culture
• Interactions characterized by warmth, intimacy, unity and security (14)
• High expectations (6)
• School has a pledge, motto, affirmation creed, school song, or identification signal (4)
• Celebrations of student success (4)
• School pride (1)
• School has ceremonies or rituals of bonding (1)
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Structural Elements
• School is clean (23)
• School is safe and orderly (21)
• Classes are small (20)
• School rules (expectations) are displayed (19)
• Lesson plans are posted in classrooms (17)
• Intact uniforms (17)
• Content standards are posted in classrooms (14)
• Learning objectives are posted in classrooms (14)
• Reading and math are frontloaded to the morning (11)
• Teachers of color (11)
• Cultural displays around the school (8)
• School mission is posted in classes, the office and around school (5)

Interpersonal Interactions
• Teachers display a positive attitude about students (12)
• Teachers know students personally (2)
• Teachers vocalize/show that they care for students well-being, beyond academics (2)
• Teachers share themselves (their lives) with students (1)

In an age of persistent racial achievement gaps, our case study schools are beating the odds and achieving results
with African American students well above what is typical in traditional public schools. Scholarly research provides a
host of best practices said to facilitate such results, and these schools confirm that as true. Among all of the strategies
discussed in research, there were a number of essential elements to success observed across all three schools. These
charter public schools all implemented the following key aspects of an effective education for African American students:
being mission-driven, catering to students’ needs (culturally relevant pedagogy), a standards-based curriculum and test
preparation, results-focused instructional practices, data-driven decision-making, instructional leadership, strong school
culture, structural intentionality (structures intentionally put into place to help achieve the mission of the school), parent
involvement, and accountability for all. In the section below, we provide more detail and examples of what these best
practices looked like in action.
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Best Practices For Educating
African American Students
A Clear Mission Statement Focused on Academic
Achievement and Developing Students

on display in multiple places. The mission is neither a

Each of the case study schools has a clear mission

with it meaningfully and have students do the same. The

statement focused on academic achievement and

staff spends time annually analyzing the mission statement

developing students (see schools’ mission statements

and connecting it to their instruction and norms, assessing

in “The Case Study Schools” section above). More

what the mission looks like in practice. At PS7, the middle

importantly, they each have a vision for what they want to

school students are required to write an eight paragraph

provide for their students and who they want their students

essay several times a year laying out how they will live

to become: “We tell our students, ‘Well, these are the

up to and accomplish the school’s mission. They do this

skills and habits that are going to make you successful

to help students internalize the mission and it becomes

at whatever you do, whether you’re in high school, college

a very polished writing product by 8th grade.

or in the workforce. We want you to have that vision for
yourself so you can see where you’re going beyond just
today or this class or whatever it is’. That’s the idea.”

statement nor an ideal for these educators. They interact

Knowing, Understanding and Catering
to Students’ Diverse Needs
These educators consistently emphasized high

Academically, these schools seek to build strong skills

expectations as a central element African American

and send their students on to rigorous high schools and to

students need to excel. School leaders and teachers felt

college. They not only want their students to attend college,

very strongly that one of the main things African American

they seek to prepare them to graduate from a four-year

students needed to succeed were educators committed

college or university: “And that’s always on my mind, when

to making them successful: “They can do anything. Treat

I’m teaching and when I’m assessing students – how do

them like that. Tell them that.” Each operates with a no

I get them there?” The desire is not simply for students to

excuses attitude of pushing students to achieve: “The

know standards and do well on test; these schools seek

expectations are up here. We’re willing – we’re here to

to provide a “world-class education,” developing scholars

help you do whatever we can, but there are no excuses

who are “critically thinking learners,” and passionate

and you’re going to rise to the expectations.” They have

about “lifelong learning.” These schools also want their

a “whatever it takes” attitude and put in immense effort

students to become “world-class citizens” who are “agents

and time: “We work relentlessly. We don’t give up on the

for social change,” “committed to serving others.” They

students.” They will tell you success stems from holding

work to develop character in their youth and help students

students to the highest standard in everything and having a

develop “a respectful voice so they can communicate their

shared vision: “If we have that expectation, for not just the

opinions.”

kids but for everybody on campus, and we set it as high as
possible, where we know the kids can reach it. That’s very

As mission-driven schools, school missions were typically

powerful.”

Page 43

Case Study Key Findings

They also expressed the importance of understanding

card. Students were guided in connecting vocabulary

where students come from, their environment and the

with things they already knew in a 2nd grade Watts

things they go through. They capitalize on students’ shared

Learning Center class. A KIPP Bridge science teacher

history and community. These educators also explicitly

asked students if they knew anyone in construction and

develop team and family relationships in their schools,

used the carpentry definition of atrium to bridge students’

where all are “working towards a unified goal to push the

knowledge of heart function. Eighth graders reading a

students to finish college.” They state it is important for

poem titled “Harlem” were asked how the poem related to

students to feel like they are a part of something and for the

their experiences in Oakland. These schools also taught

adults to model the behavior they are asking of students:

their students about “code-switching,” transitioning from

“We want to be here for these children, and we choose it

African American Vernacular English (AAVE) to Standard

every day. We have high expectations for them, but we

English and knowing when to use which dialect. Second

have high expectations for ourselves as well. And we’re

graders at Watts rehearing the syllables in “mayonnaise”

constantly trying to better ourselves so that we can better

were introduced to the word with, “In our dialect we say

them, serve them better.”

man-naise.” A 5th grade teacher had a poster showing the
development of AAVE on her walls.

“Call and response” techniques, music, and movement
were seen in some form at each school. At PS7, 2nd

Classes in these successful schools were interactive and

graders performed a song about the elements of a written

engaging. There were high levels of collaboration and

letter and the teacher used call and response attention

teachers utilized performance elements to keep students

grabbers to bring the class back to focus. Jazz music

interested. Group and pair work was common place. Third

played softly in the background of one 1st grade class at

graders at PS7 could be found interacting at self-directed

Watts Learning Center, while 2nd graders studying English

work stations. Watts Learning Center 1st graders were

followed a chant of word sounds with corresponding hand

practicing science vignettes, while KIPP Bridge 5th graders

movements where the teacher called out the sound first

moved around the room performing their helper duties.

and students responded (“Now, your turn.”). KIPP is quite

Students were seated in groups in a Watts Learning Center

famous for its hip hop-infused math chants termed “rolling

5th grade class and a 2nd grade teacher let students

numbers.”

decide who would read aloud next.

Course materials and content incorporated diverse voices

Teachers explicitly connected content to the “big picture”

and cultures. Students were reading Thurgood Marshall,

and reiterated the usefulness of what was learned and

Toni Morrison and an African tale about Mufaro’s beautiful

the importance of education to students’ lives. Students

daughters; pictures of African American writers could

reviewed their homework for the evening in a PS7 6th

be seen on the wall. A map of Africa lined the walls with

grade class and were reminded, “If you are just answering

student projects about African culture underneath. Equally

the questions and not doing the reading, you are not setting

important, classroom content was connected to real-world

yourself up for success.” A KIPP Bridge 8th grade teacher

experiences and to students’ lives. A 7th grade math class

reminded students that the analysis part of their homework

at PS7 studied “the percent increase of debt due to credit

assignment was more important than the picture, while a

interest” students can expect when they get their first credit

colleague down the hall was discussing the choices she
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had to make to succeed in college with her 8th graders

strengths and learning styles and having supplemental

(“Sometimes you have to sacrifice that party time” ).

programs to assist in learning. Students were encouraged
or required to read every day and were provided with

Student voice and autonomy were encouraged. Students

many opportunities for remediation. These schools offered

were allowed to take the class on brief tangents as they

winter school and Saturday school targeted at students

shared opinions and experiences, and were encouraged

below proficiency in ELA or Math. There were also summer

to add their own thinking to the content they encountered.

academies that included intervention and field trips.

They assisted each other with work and supported and
praised each another, and bounced ideas off one another.

Classes were not marked by basic skills drills, but rather

A student got stuck on a word as he read for the class

activities that stimulate high-order thinking and creativity. At

and another one pronounced it for him. Students in the

all three schools, students were regularly asked to consider

“audience” provided critical feedback to their classmate that

the why of their own answers and prove their logic.

had just read an excerpt from her paper. It was a classroom

“What do you think?” was a common question in these

norm to “give them a hand” or “two claps and a yahoo”

classrooms. Students were also asked to place themselves

in these schools. Students were taught the notion that all

in the poem being analyzed, the time period of history

must succeed or all have failed.

being studied, or the deep blue ocean being written about,
and connect content to their own experiences, perceptions

A standards-based curriculum focused
on critical thinking skills

and emotions.

Academic rigor was the hallmark of these schools and

While these schools utilized direct instruction, students

classes. At Watts Learning Center, all students (1st – 5th

were highly encouraged to ask questions and engage in

grade) were implementing the scientific method as part of

discussion. Question and answer sessions abounded and

a school-wide science project initiative, while 5th graders

students who did not volunteer were called on. Teachers’

were also learning chemistry concepts. At KIPP Bridge, an

questioning was used to help students make connections

8th grade social science exam went well beyond factual

( “If that’s what the artery does, what does the vein do?” ).

recall, asking critical thinking questions to demonstrate

When an answer to a question or problem was wrong, the

deeper understanding, while students across the hall

commonplace response was “Why is that wrong?” Students

engaged in a sophisticated literary analysis.

were allowed to debate their various answers and process
for answering.

Each case study school had a standards-based culture
that focused on lesson planning and quality instruction.

Students were provided with many opportunities to

They all aligned their curriculum with the state standards

showcase their talents and did so freely. The academic

and aim to teach at the appropriate grade level: “Practices

environment was safe and students showed no fear in

and objectives are intentional and aligned to the standards

performing in front of their classmates. This ranged from

and aligned to a common goal of getting our students to

students reading out loud, to solving problems in front of

proficient or advanced.” Any curriculum adopted is CST-

the class, to calling out answers to problems, and students

aligned so it is easy to decipher the standards being taught

reading excerpts from their papers for classmate feedback.

in the lessons. They also discussed teaching to students’
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Learning often culminated in synthesizing projects or

were taught to work independently, take good notes,

activities. Middle schoolers at PS7 were preparing for

think critically, explore and discover, learn to ask for

poster presentations that afternoon. Watts Learning

help, question, and stay engaged. These educators also

Center 5th graders were working on papers about the

advocated for a strong focus on writing and implementing

first Americans. KIPP Bridge 7th graders were engaged

writing across the curriculum. They were always looking for

in scaffolded note-taking. Projects and papers already

the best ways to educate a child, incorporating concepts

completed covered the walls. Academic attainment was

like brain-based research, metacognition, and content

celebrated and students congratulated each other for

mapping.

being smart. Academics took precedence over everything,
including phone calls and bathroom breaks.

Vocabulary development was woven into many activities
across all disciplines. PS7 6th graders were writing

Results-focused Instructional Practices

key terms and their definitions on index cards, while a

While teachers did not have to adhere to a required

2nd grade teacher at their elementary location asked

format or curriculum at the case study schools, instruction

students to “raise your hand if you used ‘disturb’ in your

incorporated standards into lesson plans. The school

writing.” Third graders at Watts Learning Center were

leader and teachers set goals for instruction for the year

instructed to “follow along and identify vocabulary words”

and monitored progress over the school year through data

as their reading coach read aloud. Students in a 3rd/4th

use to make sure those goals were being met. It was the

combination class at Watts Learning Center were asked if

responsibility of the school leader to provide the support to

they used any figurative language in their daily journal entry

teachers (and students) to reach those goals. One of the

about what life would be like if we all lived under the sea,

ways this was achieved was through backwards planning:

while a 2nd grade class practicing syllables provided the

“Here is where we want to be at the end of the year, so

definitions and synonyms of each word. In a KIPP Bridge

what needs to be done in specific units and days?” This

7th grade science class, the word “atrium” was introduced

was done across grades and broken down into individual

by asking students where else they had heard that word

objectives for lessons. This type of planning was also done

before.

to prepare students for college: “If we want our students
to graduate from a four-year university, what does that

All of these schools gave nightly homework relevant to

preparation look like?”

content knowledge which was reviewed and graded.
Homework was used for content review, preview, and test

Instructors sought to fine tune their instruction according

preparation.

to students’ needs, differentiating instruction and providing
intervention. They tailored their instruction appropriately,

Continual feedback was given to students and parents. All

focusing on children’s strengths in learning: “We try to

three schools gave students assessments every Friday in

reach all the different learning modalities and just try

order to track progress and make sure students understand

a variety of different activities and things that bring the

the material. There was a continuous communication with

students in and make them want to learn.” Students

parents as part of an explicit partnership in their child’s

were given homework time in school and teachers used

development.

small groups for those who needed re-teaching. Students
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Teachers took their time to explain concepts to students

onerous, but these teachers liked having accessible data

and created activities, songs and chants to help solidify

at their fingertips and being able to see how their students

student learning. Students were also given a lot of extra

were doing, in their and other subjects.

help during school, on Saturdays, and during intercessions.
Teachers were often on their feet, circulating the classroom,

What that weekly reflection consisted of was different

looking over students’ shoulders and giving them feedback.

in each school, but each utilized weekly assessments,

Teachers could be seen sitting side-by-side with a

analysis of data, and plans for improvement. School

struggling student to assist and holding in-class individual

leaders and teachers examined student performance to

conferences.

make decisions about student groupings, re-teaching,
program allocation, remediation and professional

Classes were small to allow for more individualized

development. This was usually achieved through one-on-

attention and were made even smaller at Watts Learning

one data conversations with teachers. The data allowed

Center with two to three adults in every classroom

teacher feedback to be very targeted and specific for a

(Watts makes good use of instructional aides and has a

student, allowing for a clear plan to be established for

“classroom grandparents”

27

program). Reading and math

improvement. Teachers that were weak in a particular area

were typically taught earlier in the day to capitalize on

might be paired up with a stronger teacher or commit to an

natural attention peaks, and both subjects were given more

improvement plan. This type of focus on data allowed for

instructional time.

real time adjustments to be made in teaching strategies
and intervention. There was a strong focus on constantly

There were high levels of interaction in these schools.

checking if students and teachers were on track so

There was strong teacher-to-teacher communication

adjustments could be made sooner rather than later. “Let’s

across grade levels and departments. Instructional staff

not wait ‘til the end of our trimester to have conference.

meet weekly to share best practices, coordinate tests and

Let’s adjust right now and make that adjustment in real

homework, and review student assessments.

time.” Data was also an important piece of teacher
evaluations.

Curricular and Instructional Decisions
are Based on Data

Data gathered from internal benchmark assessments were

These schools engage in deep data analysis and make use

analyzed to set individual goals for students, and to target

of that data to direct their program. Student performance

and refine instruction. Teachers shared ideas about how to

data was disaggregated by student, grade, subject

analyze the data and where and how to make adjustments

and teacher and looked at in terms of student growth.

in their teaching practice. This led to specific goals/

This type of analysis provided a deep understanding

targets that teachers and school leaders set for improved

of the performance differences in their schools. Data

performance. PS7 aligned their own course grades to the

conversations were happening weekly in regular content

CST performance bands for continuity and triangulation.

and/or grade-level meetings. “So everybody knows where
all the kids are pretty much all the time.” The teacher’s

Explicitly Teaching Test Taking Strategies

weekly goal was to identify where gaps may have occurred

In these schools, there was no arguing about whether or

in their teaching. Weekly self-evaluation may seem

not testing is the best way to assess student knowledge:
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“The attitude that we regard the CST with is that it is a

school grounds, interacting with students, giving feedback

part of life.” Living within that reality, schools specifically

to teachers, and giving shout-outs at assemblies. School

prepared students for the test-taking process. Teachers

leaders were fully trained in their school’s ELA and math

helped students learn how to strategize on tests and

programs so they could serve as instructional leaders. A

practiced CST questions and/or exams. A 7th grade teacher

spirit of camaraderie existed that they were “doing the hard

at PS7 reviewed test-taking strategies with students before

work together.” Each school had a distributed leadership

they took their weekly, standards-based exam, while a

model, in which the school leader had vice principals or

KIPP Bridge 8th grade teacher could be heard instructing

lead teachers to assist with the work of supporting and

students to “Deconstruct the question,” “Think about

evaluating teachers. Much of the school leaders’ time was

conquering the question,” and “Use test-taking strategies.”

also dedicated to coordinating all the systems that are
required to run a school effectively and solving problems as

As testing time approached, students were given activities

they came up.

to help them practice sitting for longer periods of time.
adequate breaks. They provided students with snacks

A Strong School Culture is Explicitly Built and
Re-enforced at the Start of Each School Year

during testing and coached parents about lowering student

Strong school culture was clearly evident in these schools.

stress during testing time. They started building test-taking

Everyone in the building seemed to know very well how

skills early. Kindergarteners received learning strategies,

things went and they all did their parts automatically and

spelling, and benchmark tests so they could become

with ease. Culture building started early in the year for

comfortable with the process before they took their first

these schools, typically during a summer session. This

standardized test.

time was used for new and returning students to learn the

Schools ensured an appropriate testing environment and

norms of the school. The chants, songs and signals were
These schools also incorporated the CST into their

practiced; expectations were reiterated; and annual goals

school culture. They held pep rallies and celebrated CST

were set; the essence of “team” was solidified, the notion of

performance. They developed an attitude of “prove what

“family” was built. The tone was set for the rest of the year.

you already know” in students. They cheered and chanted

The results of that work was evident after only the first few

about the test: “how we were going to kick the CST’s butt

months of school (case study visits took place in January).

and show that test who’s boss.” CST proficiency goals
could also be seen on many walls throughout the schools
(“80% proficient/advanced,” “We will all be advanced!”).

High expectations abounded in these schools. It was talked
about and on display all around the school. Posters around

School Leader Serves as Instructional Leader

the school read “No excuses,” “We are climbing the ladder

Teachers saw the school leader as an instructional leader,

to college,” “Failure is not an option,” “Be the change you

always advising teachers and sharing best practices. The

want to see,” “All of us will learn,” and the like. Students

school leaders were all former teachers. School leaders

were required to be excellent and give their all. This

worked with staff, providing support and helping them to

demand was always accompanied with the goal of college

understand their roles and expectations. These school

attainment and students reaching their full potential.

leaders spent a lot of time in classrooms and walking the
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High expectations then translated into celebrations of

information?” and she shared some of her experiences as

student success and a strong sense of pride. Not school

a student. Amidst this warmth, there was still a clear line

pride in the traditional sense of loving the school colors, the

of professionalism. Learning was paramount and students

winning team, or the pep rally, but pride about academic

were expected to perform.

excellence. These schools’ celebrations were about
the most improved and the best effort. These schools

Parents are Included as Full Partners
in Students’ Education

celebrated students exhibiting the school’s values and

The parents were seen by the teachers and school

exemplifying desired norms. Those celebrations took place

leaders as partners in the students’ education. Parents

in class as students’ work was displayed and their answers

were recruited as co-collaborators, getting involved

applauded. They happened in weekly team meetings when

in the school and trained to be classroom assistants.

teachers and classmates “shout out” students who had a

Parents were also given guidance on how to check

good week. They were seen in Summa Cum Laude and

homework and help their child study. Parents had to be

Cum Laude walls of fame at KIPP Bridge, proficient work

in agreement with the policies and philosophies of the

displayed at PS7, and colleges attended by Watts Learning

school to ensure a team effort to help the student. Parent

Center graduates.

commitment contracts, which each school had, listed

grade point averages and CST performance bands, about

specific actions and expectations that parents would
In addition to all the work taking place at these schools,

uphold. Parents were asked to fulfill a required number

there was also a lot of warmth, care and friendly interaction.

of parent volunteer hours, and they were provided a

Teachers and students exchanged “Have a good day”

variety of ways of meeting that requirement. Just like the

greetings and welcome and goodbye hugs. There were

students, parents were celebrated and/or received prizes

terms of endearment like “sweetie” and “honey.” Students

for fulfilling their obligations, incentivizing parents to do

were “teammates” and teachers were “partners” in

so. A parent coordinator tracked parent volunteer hours,

students’ development. Students wanted to share lunch

and coordinated workshops and parent council meetings.

time with teachers and enjoyed the attention they received.

Parent orientations were offered at the beginning of the

The caring was evident.

year and various workshops throughout the year. Small
groups of highly invested parents coordinated trips and

Teachers displayed a positive attitude to and about

organized events for the school.

students and vocalized their care for students’ wellbeing beyond academics. Teachers knew their students

In these effective schools parents were welcomed and

personally and shared of themselves as well. Students

there was a sincere open-door policy, even when that door

exited one class to transition to their English period at

was opened to complain or confront. These educators

PS7, visibly upset by some occurrence, and the teacher

worked with parents in a way that was reciprocal and

encouraged them, “This is a new moment. Whatever

caring. Each school discussed unifying around the child’s

happened in the last class, let it go.” A fidgety student

education and best interests as the strategy they used to

needed to move in a KIPP Bridge 7th grade class; “Pick

engage with their parents and families.

a good seat for yourself,” he was told. Students asked
their 8th grade teacher, “How do you remember all this
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All Members of the School are Held Accountable

feedback. They had a very high motivation to constantly

In addition to the many ways students and parents were

improve:

held accountable, these school leaders and teachers
had high standards of accountability for themselves as

“How are we going to improve? How are we going to adjust

well. School leaders had annual goals and also expected

in the moment? It’s that big goal, the materials and support

teachers to have goals aligned with their own: “High

to help you get there and have that clear plan and then the

expectations, not just of our students. I have very high

constant checking, ‘Are we on track? Are we on track with

expectations of my teachers. The board has extremely

the data?’”

high expectations of me, and we transfer that as well to
even the instructional aide.” The schools worked to align

“If we’re not seeing what we want to see, an improvement

curriculum and standards across grade levels and subjects.

plan is put in place. We call it a PIP, a Performance

Pacing schedules for course instruction were required

Improvement Plan.”

and reviewed by the school leader. Teachers handed in
weekly lesson plans, which were tied to their evaluation.

“There are always areas that are going to be in need –

Regular benchmarks were used to provide the school

something has to be the lowest, right? So, you always need

leader with an understanding of performance school-wide.

to improve and want to be more efficient as well.”

The school leader observed teachers, through informal
for improvement were given and school leaders checked

Structures are Intentionally Put Into Place
to Help Achieve the Mission of the School

for follow through. Teachers who were not improving after

These educators carefully crafted their schools and thought

a period of time and appropriate intervention would be let

strategically about every policy they implemented and norm

go. CST and benchmark results were transparent across

they instituted.

walk-throughs and more formal observations. Suggestions

the school. Everyone saw their colleagues’ scores, creating
a friendly peer competition to accelerate their students’

One of those norms is protecting teachers’ time. The

progress.

academic schedule was designed to allow for teacher
preparation and collaboration time during the school day.

School leaders were then held accountable by their

This was particularly important given these schools’ longer

boards and parents. Each talked about having required

daily schedule.

presentations to their board about their progress toward
meeting annual goals. They also discussed having an open

English Language Arts and math were given more time

door policy with parents where they could freely express

and frontloaded to the morning. Instructional time was

their concerns or make suggestions. School leaders also

highly guarded and pullouts were limited to the afternoon

asked their staff to assess them and give them critical

or individual work time. Students were carefully placed

feedback. During our visits to these schools, each one

in classes and individual improvement plans were made

of these school leaders asked us to give them feedback

for each child. New students were given ELA and math

on what we observed and to let them know if there was

placement exams and they attended summer preparation

anything we thought they could improve. These effective

sessions. Homework was given school-wide every day,

schools were very open to critique and sought critical

and schools provided intercession tutoring and/or

Page 50

Case Study Key Findings

homework packets.
Classrooms and the school were clean and orderly.
Schools had requirements for grade promotion and

Classes transitioned like clockwork from one class or

graduation based on student proficiency and/or passing

subject to the next without a bell system.

rates; they did not practice social promotion. An intervention
and warning system existed to forewarn families very early

Acknowledging that most African American students

if retention was possible.

are behind in their content knowledge, these effective
schools had longer school days and school years. Watts

Having content standards, daily and weekly lesson

Learning Center provided a pre-K program for incoming

plans, and learning objectives on the board or wall of

Kindergarteners to prepare them for Kindergarten before it

every classroom was an expected norm. White board

began.

configuration was actually standardized at KIPP Bridge,
providing a reliable continuity for students. Student and

There was regular school-to-home communication,

parent contracts and school norms and values could also

translated into the needed languages. This communication

be seen on many walls.

came in different forms. Staff communicated with parents
about the status of their student’s academic and behavioral

All three schools provided students and parents with

performance. Staff also communicated with parents about

teachers’ cell phone numbers, which students were allowed

upcoming content to be covered or assignments due. The

to call up until a certain time at night to ask questions about

school communicated with parents about issues taking

their homework.

place at the school (for example, students not upholding
the uniform policy consistently), events at school or

Students were expected to respect teachers and behavior

enrichment opportunities for students.

systems of rewards and consequences were in place to
ensure that happened.

These schools also took care of their students’ basic needs
by providing breakfast in addition to a free/reduced-price

Uniforms were required at each school and that policy

lunch program as well as many of the students’ necessary

was enforced. A teacher noticed some sloppiness and

school supplies.

responded immediately, “If you are not in uniform, you need
to get into it right now.” Shoes were tied, shirts were tucked

Also, students were provided numerous extracurricular

in, belts adjusted.

opportunities to help ensure whole-child development;
for example, computer lab, Chinese, Spanish, drama, art,

New students’ homes were visited to discuss the school

drum line, and dance.

and sign commitment contracts, which detail the roles and
responsibilities of the student, parent and teacher.

These and all of the practices discussed were intentionally
designed to maximize effectiveness and achieve the

New teachers were ideally hired in March-May of the
previous school year to allow for ample training time, and
teacher recruitment was conducted nationwide.

schools’ mission.
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What We Did Not See

Superficial Celebrations of Culture

Among the many best practices we observed, there are

While these schools are implementing culturally relevant

debatable practices of schools that serve high need

pedagogy and confirming research-based practices, they

populations well that were not observed.

did not invest heavily in cultural celebrations or other
external displays of culture. Rather they took an approach

Militaristic Discipline

of “inserting education into culture instead of culture into

These effective schools were not ones of militaristic, hard

education” (Ladson-Billings, 2010); they inserted education

discipline or cultures of command and control. Lists of

as a normal part of students’ lives and communities versus

school rules and consequences were not seen. Schools

bringing in a lot of external cultural visuals or artifacts.

created a strong school culture of agreed-upon norms and

They did not reach students by simply having Black

expectations; those expectations then governed the school,

History Month programs or having pictures of Martin Luther

expectations like sitting “SLANT” (Sit up straight, Listen,

King, Jr. on the wall. They reached students by making

Ask and answer questions, Nod your head to show you

education and intellect a normal aspect of their lives, by

are following along, and Track the Speaker), being on task,

communicating the message that “You are smart” and “You

and being respectful. Schools instituted reward systems

belong here.”

for students to earn paycheck money, pizza parties or an

Promising Solutions to a Persistent Problem

end-of-the-year trip, and consequences (a call to parents,
in-school suspension) for behavior that needed correcting.
However, there were no “codes of silence,” staff yelling
at students, or students being punished for normal childlike activity (i.e., fidgeting, talking). On the contrary, these
school environments were very interactive.
Teaching to the Test
While teachers implemented a standards-based curriculum
and students and parents were taught about what the CST
is and why it is important, these schools did not “teach
to the test.” One might expect schools that do so well on
the CST to be talking about it often or engaging in “drill
and kill” test-prep strategies, but that was not the case.
Embracing the rigor of California State Standards, these
schools taught to the standards and to what is needed for
high school and college readiness. They were not observed
teaching test items or even mentioning the test in classes.
These successful schools provided students with an
understanding of and positive attitude toward the test,
but that was not the focus of the curriculum.

Discussions about what African American children need
to realize their full potential and be effectively educated
are not new. Given the strength and persistence of racial
achievement gaps, one would assume educators simply
are unaware of what works to effectively educate students
of color. However, numerous high-performing, highpoverty, high-minority schools are doing an exceptional job
of educating students and improving test scores. In this
study, we assessed charter public schools in California
effectively educating African American students and found
that some educators have found the answer – they are
educating African American students well and closing the
achievement gap on a daily basis.
We witnessed three distinct schools that have not
collaborated with each other implementing very similar
practices and getting similarly impressive results with their
African American students. How did they come to this
knowledge? How did they know what to do? The practices
implemented at these successful case study schools
confirm the research on best practices for educating African
American youth. These commonly cited best practices have
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been discussed in the literature about culturally relevant

essential that theoretical ideas be translated into tangible

pedagogy for decades. Culturally relevant pedagogy rests

practices that educators can understand and implement.

on three aims, all focused on meeting the current academic

This report sought to do just that – detail the practices

needs of many African American students: 1) improving

that create an effective educational experience for African

academic achievement by developing subject mastery, 2)

American students and how that is implemented in the

developing intellect evidenced by critical thinking, problem

innovative construct of California charter public schools.

solving, and a critical consciousness to challenge the status

We encourage all public schools – traditional and charter –

quo, and 3) developing/maintaining cultural competence

seeking to accelerate achievement to explore more deeply

(in this case, teaching African American and African history

how their own cultures, practices and missions align with

and culture). Culturally relevant pedagogy also seeks

these successful schools to best address their unique

to facilitate individual and identity development, in an

challenges.

environment marked by high expectations (Ladson-Billings,
2010; Gay, 2010). This type of education is not simply a

Charter public schools have at their disposal the freedom

multicultural curriculum of cultural celebrations or diversity

to build their curriculum and instructional practices, which

days, focused on holidays, foods and customs. Culturally

positions them uniquely to take full advantage of what

relevant pedagogy is about the process of education, not

works best on behalf of their students. As charter public

just the content. It identifies a way of teaching and learning

schools constitute themselves at an unprecedented rate

that should be integrated into the daily activities of the

with the express purpose of creating mission-driven

classroom (National Education Collaboration, 2010; Gay,

schools designed to close the achievement gap and

28

2010) .

positively impact African American success, understanding
what works and why and in which contexts becomes

In truth, these practices and norms are not specific to any

particularly urgent for parents, educators and policymakers

culture or race. As Ladson-Billings (2010) notes, “that’s

alike.

just good teaching.” It’s just “good teaching” that African
Americans are currently less likely to experience, but

These examples of best practices in action provide us with

desperately need to achieve success. Research about

evidence that what the research tells us should work, does

the needs of African American students has been widely

work. This evidence also gives us a clear sense of the

available and has been a key topic in education research

kinds of policies, norms and activities that work effectively

for decades. Why then do we continue to have racial

for educating African American students. Schools simply

achievement gaps? This disconnect between theory and

need the freedom and autonomy to implement best

practice is far too common in education. That is why it is

practices and full access to the data and information
needed to plan their route to success.
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Conclusion and Implications

This report articulates – through observation and through

In Chartering and Choice as an Achievement Gap-Closing

educators’ own words – what it means to put these theories

Reform, we examined the state of education for African

into action and achieve success for African Americans.

American students in California. We analyzed California

What these results ultimately reveal is that there is nothing

API and AYP data to understand African American

particularly “racial” about educating African American

academic performance trends and how that performance

students effectively. African American students simply need

varies by school type and location. Through that research

to be provided with a rigorous, relevant education in which

we saw a number of areas where charter public schools

they can see themselves and plan their future. African

are doing a better job of educating African American youth

American students simply need a quality education that

and discussed factors impacting that performance. We

bridges the gap between their reality and the academic

also examined the persistent achievement gaps that exist

institution. That is how we will close the achievement

for both charter public and traditional public schools. After

gap. However, schools must be given the flexibility and

outlining the problem and how it presented itself in various

autonomy to try new approaches and see which best

settings, we turned attention to possible solutions to the

practices work in their communities.

problem by examining the best practices being utilized
at successful charter public schools. We combed the

Research-based best practices and these educators’ ideas

research literature to identify promising practices for African

come together and create a path to success for serving

American students and then went out and witnessed those

African American students. The norms, activities, practices

practices in action at three high performing charter public

and policies that create an educational environment that

schools. Case studies of successful charter schools for

facilitates students’ motivation and achievement are

African American students confirmed research-based best

diverse, yet they come together to provide a blueprint for

practices and provided details about how those practices

success. As one teacher states, “there is no one magic

are implemented in schools. This report has unearthed

bullet….it’s all these little things” that create an exceptional

a wealth of insight into the performance, needs, and

educational experience for African American youth.

possibilities of African American students. Chartering and
Choice as an Achievement Gap-Closing Reform adds to

Practice Suggestions

this body of scholarly research, confirming the belief that

One of the hallmarks of a good school is educators having

African American students can achieve at high levels and

the autonomy to create an environment and institute a

deserve an education that helps them do so and adds

course of learning best suited for their students. This

detail to best practices for effectively educating African

freedom to innovate is one of the hallmarks of the charter

American students.

school movement and a key element that allows charter
public schools to be more likely (based on percentages)

Many of the best practices identified for African American

to serve African American students better. While each one

students look like “simply good teaching” and have been

of the case study schools implemented best practices with

widely available key topics in education research, indicating

their own style, they held a number of essential practices

that there is also a knowledge gap that must be bridged.

in common. These commonalities are best practices all

These theoretical ideas need to be translated into tangible

schools can implement to effectively educate African

practices that educators can understand and implement.

American students. They must simply be given the freedom
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to do so.
• Create an environment of high expectations.
• Implement a direct-instruction, rigorous, standards-based
curriculum.
• Practice data-driven decision-making.
• Institute time and processes for regular teacher
collaboration.
• Practice culturally relevant pedagogy.
• Engage students through high levels of interaction,
relevant course materials, and allowing student voice
and autonomy.

knowledge and practices to accelerate performance)
• Embrace charter public school accountability to ensure
that only the schools that are effectively educating
students persist
• Document and disseminate whole structures of success
for replication (not isolated practices)
There are also policy considerations relevant to all schools,
of all types. These policies relate to key elements of
schooling practices that are needed in order to make up for
the educational debt African American students currently
suffer from (Ladson-Billings, 2006). Given the history of
African Americans in the U.S. (i.e., not receiving universal

• Implement a parent education and volunteer program.

schooling until 1968 in many Southern states and being

• Hold all constituents accountable for fulfilling their roles

excluded from the civic process until the 1960’s), their

and responsibilities.
• Ensure mission alignment in which the school’s mission
drives schools’ practices and operational platforms.

Policy Implications
In addition to illuminating best practices for educating
African American students, the results of this research
also hold policy considerations that communities,
educators, and public policy makers may wish to consider
when attempting to craft effective strategies for success
in closing racial achievement gaps. The results being
achieved by California charter public schools should
encourage further support of charter public school
development.
• Replicate High Impact charters aggressively
• Address charter growth strategically (placing charters
where African American needs are highest)

racial achievement gaps are to be expected. “Lines, begun
parallel and left alone, can never touch” (Ladson-Billings,
2006, pp. 74). That history is further exacerbated by
inequitable funding based on community socioeconomic
status and therefore race. It is clear, then, that African
American students need more to catch up – more time,
more effective teachers, more attention, and more
opportunities to learn and succeed. Policies that impact the
educational experience of African American students can
help to eliminate racial achievement gaps and increase
student achievement. All the practices highlighted in this
report can and do exist in the traditional and charter public
school sectors. The good news is that there are a number
of adaptations to the ways traditional public schools operate
that can be leveraged to accelerate African American
academic achievement as well, and which charter public
schools are already uniquely positioned to address directly.
We offer these broad considerations as elements of what
works for charter public schools in California today.

• Create exchange networks of practice between high- and
low-performing charter public and traditional public

• Institute a longer school day and school year.

schools (creating learning communities that exchange

• Reduce class and school size.
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• Hold teachers accountable for student progress and
provide the needed access to data required to implement
real-time improvement plans.
• Instruct school leaders and teachers on best practices
and provide the operational context for them to be able
to implement fully.
As a reform movement established with the
express purpose to accelerate achievement where
underachievement persists, closing achievement and
opportunity gaps for all students is central to our mission.
Building on our current success bridging the attainment
gap for African American students, the California charter
schools movement seeks to further accelerate that
success for all students and assist the broader educational
community in doing the same. Be it for African American,
or other disenfranchised students, it is our charge to
utilize chartering innovation to investigate what works and
disseminate best practices broadly. Using operational and
governance freedoms to their best advantage, charter
public schools will continue to pursue educational success
for all students and demonstrate that high achievement is
indeed possible, replicable and sustainable, at scale for
students that have for too long languished at the mercy of
low expectations and an underlying, corrosive belief that
excellence is not possible. It is. Public schools – charter
and traditional – across this state demonstrate that truth
daily. It is essential that educators and policy makers focus
on what works and bring attention to implementing best
practices broadly.
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Appendix A

Study Limitations
As with all research, there are some limitations to this
study. Many charter public schools are small and therefore
their African American population is not numerically
significant enough to have their test results included in
the data, skewing outcomes toward larger charter public
schools. The smaller number of charter public schools in
some districts limits the statistical reliability of the API and
proficiency comparisons examined, where significance
testing was not possible. Where significance testing was
possible, the smaller number of charter public schools
may have increased Type II errors (yielding an insignificant
statistical relationship when there may in fact have been
a significant one). Another limitation of this research is
that the quantitative analysis relied solely on school level
achievement data rather than individual student data,
which provides a more nuanced, descriptive picture of
achievement outcomes. At present, California does not
provide access to longitudinal, individual student-data.
Lastly, only three case studies were conducted, which
constitutes a small sample. However, given only seven
charter public schools fit the academic criteria necessary,
this is a representative sample.
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Table of Quantitative Sample Sizes
Figure 32. Number of Schools with African American Data
Enrollment

API

ELA Proficiency (Math*)

0910

0809

0708

0607

0910

0809

0708

0607

0910

0809

0708

0607

Statewide

7495

7793

7652

7683

1048

1181

1117

1172

4135
(4140)

4441
(4448)

4353
(4359)

4410
(4417)

Elementary

4952

5210

5159

5147

539

605

566

608

2588

2836
(2838)

2765
(2771)

2800
(2808)

Middle

1256

1292

1275

1283

236

262

266

273

898
(899)

950
(954)

940
(938)

950
(949)

High

1287

1291

1218

1253

273

314

285

291

649
(653)

655
(656)

648
(650)

660

Los Angeles

722

708

657

676

189

192

162

184

472
(473)

470

453
(454)

460

San Diego

211

213

211

208

45

58

56

68

159

169
(168)

170
(169)

171
(170)

Oakland

126

134

130

130

65

74

71

76

109
(110)

114

112

112

Sacramento

80

86

95

88

34

42

41

44

77

83

90

83

San Francisco

104

101

103

105

20

21

25

28

74 (75)

76

79

79 (78)

Fresno

96

94

95

93

18

19

21

23

91

90

88

83 (84)

San Bernardino

66

64

62

63

25

28

31

29

60

61

57

59

Charter

626

604

556

496

98

109

83

78

290
(291)

291

257

223

Elementary

306

303

278

245

40

42

35

35

145

150

129
(131)

108

Middle

90

81

75

66

25

27

21

16

59

56

49

40

High

230

220

203

185

33

40

27

27

86 (87)

85

79 (77)

75

Los Angeles

138

129

112

93

45

44

32

27

84

82

68

54

San Diego

35

36

35

35

6

9

8

9

24

25

22 (21)

26

Oakland

31

31

28

28

10

12

10

11

21

19

19

18

Sacramento

10

12

13

13

3

6

5

5

8

10

9

9
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San Francisco

7

7

7

7

3

2

4

3

6

5

7

6 (5)

Fresno

6

6

6

3

0

0

0

0

4

5

5

2

San Bernardino

5

3

3

2

0

0

0

0

4

3

1

1

Traditional

6869

7189

7096

7187

950

1072

1034

1094

3845
(3849)

4150
(4157)

4096
(4102)

4187
(4194)

Elementary

4646

4907

4881

4902

499

563

531

573

2443

2686
(2688)

2636
(2640)

2692
(2700)

Middle

1166

1211

1200

1217

211

235

245

257

839
(840)

894
(898)

891
(889)

910
(909)

High

1057

1071

1015

1068

240

274

258

264

563
(566)

570
(571)

569
(573)

585

Los Angeles

584

579

545

583

144

148

130

157

388
(389)

388

385
(386)

406

San Diego

176

177

176

173

39

49

48

59

135

144
(143)

148

145
(144)

Oakland

95

103

102

102

55

62

61

65

88
(89)

95

93

94

Sacramento

70

74

82

75

31

36

36

39

69

73

81

74

San Francisco

97

94

96

98

17

19

21

25

68
(69)

71

72

73

Fresno

90

88

89

90

18

19

21

23

87

85

83

81
(82)

San Bernardino

61

61

59

61

25

28

31

29

56

58

56

58

Math proficiency Ns are noted if/where different

Page 61

Appendix C

Additional Findings
Figure 33: Charter High School Student Demographics by Start-Type

2006-07

2007-08

2008-09

2009-10

Trend

Number of Schools

Conversion

14

15

18

19

(+)

Start-up

203

227

238

255

(+)

Percent African American Enrollment

Conversion

9.84%

9.06%

11.79%

10.24%

(+)

Start-up

8.27%

8.48%

8.98%

8.05%

(-)

Average Parent Education

Conversion

3.53

3.43

2.72

2.6

(-)

Start-up

2.66

2.69

2.7

2.6

(=)

Average Free/Reduced-Price Lunch Participation

Conversion

30.5%

19.8%

56%

51.8%

(+)

Start-up

46.6%

49.5%

54.4%

57.7%

(+)
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Figure 34: African American ELA Percent Proficient/Advanced
by Grade Span, 2009-2010
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Figure 35: African American Math Percent Proficient/Advanced
by Grade Span, 2009-2010
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Figure 36: African American ELA Percent Proficient/Advanced
by District, 2009-2010
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Figure 37: African American Math Percent Proficient/Advanced
by District, 2009-2010

80
70
66.1

60
50
40
30

43.2
30.7

42.3

48.6

47
38.7

36.6

41.5

38.5
27.7

20

36

37.5

30.7

10
0
Los Angeles

San Diego

Oakland

Sacramento

San Francisco

Fresno

San Bernardino

Page 64

Appendix D

Tables of Inferential Statistics Results
Figure 38: Independent Sample T-test of School Type 2009-10
Charter
African American API Score 2010

Traditional

Mean

Std. Dev.

Mean

Std. Dev.

t

712.91

96.56

694.23

78.84

1.9

*Þ < .05 **Þ < .01 ***Þ < .001

Figure 39: Independent Sample T-test of School Type 2008-09
Charter
African American API Score 2009

Traditional

Mean

Std. Dev.

Mean

Std. Dev.

t

699.77

92.11

685.91

81.83

1.67

*Þ < .05 **Þ < .01 ***Þ < .001

Figure 40: Independent Sample T-test of School Type 2007-08
Charter
African American API Score 2008

Traditional

Mean

Std. Dev.

Mean

Std. Dev.

t

683.07

80.53

669.24

78.14

1.55

*Þ < .05 **Þ < .01 ***Þ < .001

Figure 41: Independent Sample T-test of School Type 2006-07
Charter
African American API Score 2007

Traditional

Mean

Std. Dev.

Mean

Std. Dev.

t

678.36

71.82

653.05

78.47

2.77**

*Þ < .05 **Þ < .01 ***Þ < .001

Figure 42: Two-way Analysis of Variance for School Type and Grade Span
Source

df

School Type

1

60644.65

60644.65

11.17***

Grade Span

2

572893.80

286446.90

52.75***

School Type x Grade Span

2

63662.65

31831.32

5.86**

1042

5658237.08

5430.17

Error
*Þ < .05 **Þ < .01 ***Þ < .001

SS

MS

F
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Figure 43: Regression Analysis Summary for Percent African American Students Predicting API
Variable

B

SEB

β

R2

p-value

Charter

-0.758

0.183

-0.152***

0.022

Þ < .001

Traditional

-2.06

0.096

-0.236***

0.056

Þ < .001

*Þ < .05 **Þ < .01 ***Þ < .001

Figure 44: Regression Analysis Summary for Percent African American Students Predicting ELA Proficiency
Variable

B

SEB

β

R2

p-value

Charter

-0.146

0.041

-0.208***

0.040

Þ < .001

Traditional

-0.400

0.022

-0.280***

0.078

Þ < .001

*Þ < .05 **Þ < .01 ***Þ < .001

Figure 45: Regression Analysis Summary for Percent African American Students Predicting Math Proficiency
Variable

B

SEB

β

R2

p-value

Charter

0.006

0.048

0.007

-0.003

Þ = 0.907

Traditional

-0.300

0.024

-0.199***

0.039

Þ < .001

*Þ < .05 **Þ < .01 ***Þ < .001
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Figure 46: Elements of Culturally Relevant Pedagogy
Interpersonal
• Provide spaces & relationships where students feel recognized, respected, valued, seen & heard (Gay, 2010);
positive relationships (Thompson, 2007)
• Foster warmth, intimacy, unity, continuity, safety & security (Gay, 2010); let students know you care (Thompson, 2004)
• Know students personally & academically (Gay, 2010); get to know students personally (Thompson, 2004)
• Cultivate reciprocal responsibility (Gay, 2010)
• Be academically demanding, but personally supportive & encouraging (Gay, 2010)
• Share the real you; let them see you are a real human (Thompson, 2004)
• Display a positive attitude about and toward students (Thompson, 2004)
• Inclusiveness (Thompson, 2007)

Voice and Autonomy
• Allow students to be open and expressive (Gay, 2010)
• Allow for student curiosity and interests (Gay, 2010)

Relevance
• Acknowledge students’ culture (Gay, 2010)
• Prepare students to deal with social realities and possibilities (Gay, 2010); make the classroom relevant to the real world (Thompson, 2004)
• Acknowledge and deal directly with racism (Gay, 2010)
• Provide challenging and relevant learning experiences (Gay, 2010)
• Remind students of the big picture and why their learning is important (Thompson, 2004)
• Make use of what students already know (schema theory) (Thompson, 2004)
• Hire teachers who identify strongly with teaching, who chose to teach and to teach low-income students of color (Ladson-Billings, 2010)

Rigor
• Have high expectations (Thompson, 2004); culture of high expectations (Thompson, 2007); high expectations (Stuart & Hahnel, 2011)
• Encourage synthesis (Thompson, 2004)
• Use questioning (Thompson, 2004)
• Stress vocabulary (Thompson, 2004)
• Assign regular, beneficial homework (Thompson, 2004)
• Hire teachers who believe all students can and must succeed and see it as their responsibility to ensure that success (Ladson-Billings, 2010)
• Help students fill in deficiencies (Ladson-Billings, 2010)
• No excuses outlook (Thompson, 2007)
• Singular focus on excellent instruction (Stuart & Hahnel, 2011)
• Standards-based instruction (Stuart & Hahnel, 2011)
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Interactive
• Use storytelling to arouse interest (Thompson, 2004)
• Showcase students’ talents (Thompson, 2004)
• Encourage students to work collaboratively and be responsible for each other’s learning (Ladson-Billings, 2010)

Intentional / Well Planned / Purposeful
• Assess students’ skills & knowledge in advance (Thompson, 2004)
• Provide multiple ways to succeed (Thompson, 2004)
• Offer extra credit opportunities (Thompson, 2004)
• Teachers do not rely on state curriculum or textbooks to guide their instruction (Ladson-Billings, 2010)
• Wise use of test data (Thompson, 2007)
• Ongoing professional development for test-taking strategies & test anxiety (Stereotype Threat Theory) (Thompson, 2007)
• Provide parent workshops on test preparation & how parents can help their students (Thompson, 2007)
• Strong, supportive leadership (Stuart & Hahnel, 2011)
• Common assessments (Stuart & Hahnel, 2011)
• Coordinated pacing (Stuart & Hahnel, 2011)
• Deep professional development & staff collaboration; professional learning communities (Stuart & Hahnel, 2011)
• Student-focused goals (Stuart & Hahnel, 2011)
• Data-driven decision-making used to adjust instruction, evaluate programs and teachers (Stuart & Hahnel, 2011)
• Investment in technology (Stuart & Hahnel, 2011)
• Extra support staff (Stuart & Hahnel, 2011)
• Support for teachers (Thompson, 2007)

Classroom Environment
• Furniture: chairs around tables, comfortable areas for learning (activity centers), open space for gathering
• On the walls: covered with students’ projects; evidence of student collaboration; signs & exhibits created by students;
information & mementos of students and teachers.
• Students’ faces: eager, engaged
• Sounds: frequent activity & exchange of ideas
• Location of teacher: working with students
• Teacher’s voice: respectful, genuine, warm
• Students: welcoming; eager to explain/demonstrate what they’re doing
• Class discussion: students often address each other directly; thoughtful exploration of complicated issues; students ask questions frequently
• Stuff: room overflows with books, art supplies, animals, plants, science materials, i.e., purposeful clutter
• Tasks: different activities occurring at once; work in pairs/groups (King, 2006)
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List of High Performing Schools
Figure 47. Charters Effectively Serving African American Students
African
American API
800+

African
American ELA
Proficiency
65%+

African
American Math
Proficiency
65%+

Meets
All Three
Criteria

KIPP Bridge Charter*

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Wisdom Academy for Young Scientists*

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Open Charter Magnet

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

View Park Preparatory Accelerated Charter**

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Wilder's Preparatory Academy Charter **

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Watts Learning Center**

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

St. HOPE Public School 7 (PS7)**

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

San Jose-Edison Academy

Yes

Yes

Westlake Charter

Yes

Yes

Sixth Street Prep

Yes

Yes

Aspire River Oaks Charter

Yes

Yes

Capri Elementary

Yes

Yes

Aspire University Charter

Yes

Yes

El Rancho Charter

Yes

Yes

Aspire Vanguard College Preparatory Academy

Yes

Yes

Hawthorne Math and Science Academy

Yes

Yes

Synergy Charter Academy

Yes

Yes

Larchmont Charter

Yes

Yes

Frederick Douglass Academy Elementary*

Yes

Yes

Canyon Elementary

Yes

Yes

Colfax Charter Elementary

Yes

Yes

Renaissance Arts Academy

Yes

Yes

Environmental Science and Technology High

Yes

Yes

Preuss School UCSD

Yes

Yes

High Tech High

Yes

Yes

American Indian Public Charter School II

Yes

Yes

American Indian Public Charter

Yes

Yes

KIPP Heartwood Academy

Yes

Yes

School
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Wilder's Preparatory Academy Charter Middle*

Yes

Yes

Aspire Port City Academy

Yes

Yes

Aspire Rosa Parks Academy

Yes

Yes

Aspire California College Preparatory Academy

Yes

Yes

Crescendo Charter Academy**

Yes

Yes

Crescendo Charter Preparatory Central*

Yes

Yes

Community Magnet Charter Elementary

Yes

Yes

Aspire Capitol Heights Academy

Yes

Yes

View Park Preparatory Accelerated Charter**

Yes

Aspire Berkley Maynard Academy*

Yes

Conservatory of Vocal/Instrumental Arts*

Yes

KIPP Bayview Academy*

Yes

KIPP San Francisco Bay Academy

Yes

Kings River-Hardwick Elementary

Yes

Pasadena Rosebud Academy**

Yes

Santa Rosa Academy

Yes

Temecula Valley Charter

Yes

Riverside Preparatory

Yes

LaVerne Elementary Preparatory Academy

Yes

Santa Rosa Charter

Yes

New West Charter Middle

Yes

Westside Preparatory Charter

Yes

Aspire Benjamin Holt College Preparatory

Yes

Rolling Hills Middle

Yes

KIPP King Collegiate High

Yes

Environmental Charter High

Yes

Da Vinci Science

Yes

Academy for Academic Excellence

Yes

Guajome Park Academy Charter

Yes

Stockton Unified Early College Academy

Yes

Ivy Bound Academy of Math, Science, and

Yes

Magnolia Science Academy 6

Yes

Port of Los Angeles High

Yes
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Granada Hills Charter High

Yes

King/Chavez Community High

Yes

Public Safety Academy

Yes

Forest Hill Elementary

Yes

Price Charter Middle

Yes

University Preparatory Academy Charter

Yes

Willow Creek Academy

Yes

California Montessori Project-Elk Grove

Yes

Heritage K-8 Charter

Yes

Primary Charter

Yes

Aspire East Palo Alto Charter

Yes

Wright Charter

Yes

Celerity Dyad Charter

Yes

Stella Middle Charter Academy

Yes

Darnall E-Charter

Yes

Explorer Elementary

Yes

Aspire Monarch Academy

Yes

Aspire Lionel Wilson College Preparatory

Yes

Blackford Elementary

Yes
Traditional Public Schools

Longfellow Elementary

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Juan De Anza Elementary

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Bursch Elementary

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

East Heritage Elementary

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Cecilia Lucero Solorio Elementary

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Los Osos High

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Chino Hills High

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Paseo del Rey Fundamental

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Rudecinda Sepulveda Dodson Middle

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Harbor Teacher Preparation Academy

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Chabot Elementary

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes
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Key:
Meets all criteria
Meets ELA & math criteria
Meets API & ELA criteria
Meets API & math criteria
Meets API criteria only
Meets ELA criteria only
Meets math criteria only
Non-charters that meet all criteria
Bold indicates a case study school
*School is 60%+ African American
**School is 80%+ African American
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1 Charter schools are public schools. They are

tuition-free and open to any student who wishes to
attend. Charter schools allow parents, organizations,
or community groups to restore, reinvent, and
re-energize our public school system. Charter
schools are designed, tailored, and governed by
each local community, rather than by a central
bureaucracy.
2 The National Assessment of Educational Progress

(NAEP) is the largest nationally representative
and continuing assessment of what America’s
students know and can do in various subject
areas. Assessments are conducted periodically
in mathematics, reading, science, writing, the arts,
civics, economics, geography, and U.S. history.
Since NAEP assessments are administered
uniformly, using the same sets of test booklets
across the nation, NAEP results serve as a common
metric for all states and selected urban districts.
The assessment stays essentially the same from
year to year, with only carefully documented
changes. This permits NAEP to provide a clear
picture of student academic progress over time.
3 In order to be eligible to attend any school in the

University of California (UC) or the California State
University (CSU) systems, students must take and
pass (with a “C” grade or higher) certain classes in
high school. These classes are known as the “A-G
Subjects” where a = history/social science, b =
English, c = mathematics, d = laboratory science,
e = language other than English, f = visual &
performing arts, and g = college preparatory
electives.
4 The Early Assessment Program (EAP) is a

collaborative effort among three important state
entities in California: California State University
(CSU), California Department of Education (CDE),
and California State Board of Education (SBE).
The goal of this unprecedented partnership is
to ensure that college-bound high-school graduates
have the English and mathematics skills expected
by the state university. The EAP tests are augmented
California Standards Tests in 11th grade English
and mathematics; these tests are part of California’s
public school testing and accountability system.
The EAP allows students, their teachers, their
parents, and the CSU to know exactly how well
prepared the 11th graders are for university-level
work. Furthermore, it gives high school students
a chance to polish their skills before enrolling into
college.
5 These results refer to the CCSA Accountability

Framework which is more fully explained in the
Research Design section below.

6 The Academic Performance Index (API) is a numeric

score ranging from 200 to 1,000 that summarizes
a school’s performance on California’s standardized
tests. It is used for school accountability purposes.
7 Adequate Yearly Progress or AYP is the requirement

under the No Child Left Behind legislation for schools
and districts to show annual improvement towards
Federal goals in a number of areas. These range
from teachers’ qualifications to students’ test scores.
Failure to make AYP can lead to a series of measures
including allowing students to transfer to other
schools to appointing a new school principal
and other punitive measures.
8 The Alternative Schools Accountability Model (ASAM)

provides school-level accountability for alternative
schools serving highly mobile and at-risk students.
9 In statistics, the R2 coefficient provides the

magnitude of the prediction relationship observed.
It tells what proportion of all the factors that may
influence the outcome variable are accounted for by
the statistical model tested. It provides a measure of
how well future outcomes are likely to be predicted
by the model.
10 The Portrait of the Movement report

can be accessed on CCSA’s webpage at
www.calcharters.org/portraitofthemovement.
11 In exchange for the greater operational flexibility

granted to charter schools, charter public schools
are subject to even higher levels of accountability
than traditional public schools. Schools are granted
a five-year “charter,” which details their individual
mission, educational program and methods of
assessment. Schools are held accountable to their
authorizer (the entity granting the charter), as the
authorizer may choose to renew a school’s charter
based on its record of success. The authorizer may
also choose to deny a charter’s renewal in which
case the charter school would close.
12 CCSA Minimum Criteria for Renewal only apply

to schools four years and older. We exclude schools
participating in the Alternative Schools
Accountability Model (ASAM) as well as schools
testing fewer than 20 students.
13 We use the API Growth Score that is released with

the Growth API reports each fall.
14 A subgroup is numerically significant if 100 or

more students from that subgroup have valid scores
or if there are 50 or more students with valid scores

who make up at least 15% of the total valid scores.
A subgroup must be numerically significant in both
the Base year and Growth year in an API reporting
cycle to have subgroup growth and target
information.
15 Schools that do have data are more evenly

distributed across the grade spans than that of
the general population: 50% elementary (vs. 67%),
24% middle school (vs. 16%) and 27% high school
(vs. 18%).
16 Statistical significance refers to the likelihood that

the resulting outcome is not due to chance.
Statistical significance can be largely influenced by
the sample size so a non-significant relationship
does not guarantee that a statistically significant
relationship does not exist. This is important to
remember since the sample sizes in many of the
group comparisons in this analysis can be quite
small.
17 The comparison tests were conducted only when

samples sizes of 50 or higher were present.
18 Charter school autonomy has implications for

how much control the school has over governance
and operations and is based on aspects related
to school funding, 501(c)(3) non-profit status, district
representation on their board, and the source of
their collective bargaining agreement.
19 Management model has three categories. Charter

schools are either “freestanding” (a single site
school that is not part of a network or CMO), run
by a charter management organization (CMO)
that operates at least three schools with a linked,
common philosophy and centralized governance
or operations, or networked (schools linked by a
common philosophy but not centralized governance
or operations).
20 Renewal, which typically takes place every 5 years,

is an important milestone for a charter school. A
charter school’s authorizer (the entity granting the
charter) will choose to renew or deny a school’s
charter based on its record of success. Denial
results in school closure.
21 Middle schools are the smallest proportion of CA

charter schools (as they are for traditional schools):
CA charters are 48% elementary, 13% middle and
39% high schools (versus 61%, 15%, and 24%
respectively, for traditional schools).
22 There are numerous articles and studies on the
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topic of the modern Black migration. For example:
www.usatoday.com/news/nation/census/201105-20-chicago-blacks-exodus_n.htm http://www.
skyscrapercity.com/showthread.php?t=343824
23 Charters that are less than four years old do not

have sufficient API growth data to be included.
24 See Research Design section for an explanation

of statistical significance.
25 Schools with less than 20 valid test scores were not

included in the ASPP regressions.
26 Sixty-five percent is greater than one but less than

two standard deviations above the mean proficiency
performance for African American students in the
state for both ELA and math.
27 Watts Learning Center uses a Senior Corps

program of AmeriCorps that pays senior citizens
to work as aides in schools.
28 Key elements of culturally relevant pedagogy

are listed in Appendix E.

