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Charter School Accountability 

Overview! ! ! ! ! ! ! !

Charters are public schools, so they must meet the same accountability requirements as all 
other public schools. The Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA), most recently 
reauthorized in 2001 as No Child Left Behind (NCLB) required all charter schools to follow the 
same content standards and take the same assessments as all other public schools in their 
state. They are also responsible for making “adequate yearly progress” (AYP) in math and 
reading. Even in states that have received ESEA flexibility waivers, charter schools are still held 
accountable to the state’s accountability system. ESEA defers to state charter school laws, 
however, on exactly how these provisions are implemented for charter schools. !

Charter schools also have an extra layer of accountability from their authorizer. Public charter 
schools enter into an explicit agreement—or charter—that lays out expectations for 
performance. The entities that award charters and are responsible for monitoring charter 
schools’ performance against their charter agreements are called charter authorizers. The 
specific types of entities that can authorize charters vary from state to state, but may include 
local education agencies, state education agencies, higher education institutions, mayors or 
other municipal authorities, and independent charter boards. Nationally more than 90 percent of 
charter school authorizers are school districts. If schools do not meet the expectations set out 
within the charter, the authorizer may close them.  !
The following points summarize how ESEA’s accountability requirements apply to 
charter schools:  !
Charter schools are subject to the same standards and assessments as other public 
schools. NCLB required states to establish challenging academic standards and implement a 
set of high-quality, annual student academic assessments for grades 3 – 8 and at least once in 
high school in English language arts and math to determine the performance of the State, all of 
its districts, and each school—including charter schools. Charter school students must take the 
same assessments as other public school students in the state. And charter schools are also 
included in annual school report cards that provide parents and the public with information about 
school performance.  !
Charter schools are subject to the AYP requirements of NCLB. NCLB requires states to 
create a “single, statewide accountability system” for all public schools, including charter 
schools, to determine if schools are making adequate yearly progress in teaching students in 
reading and math [Section 1111(a)(2)(A)]. This means that charter schools are included in all 
testing programs, receive AYP determinations, and are subject to school improvement 
interventions when failing to make sufficient academic progress.  !
State law ensures charter schools comply with ESEA and any mandated interventions. 
Under section 1111(b)(2)(K) of NCLB, state law determines which entities in the state are 
responsible for ensuring that charter schools comply with ESEA accountability requirements. In 
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most cases, state law assigns this responsibility to the charter school authorizer. This means 
that the charter authorizer is typically the entity responsible for carrying out Title I accountability 
programs when charter schools are identified for improvement. Because the list of permitted 
charter school authorizers varies from state to state, an SEA, independent statewide chartering 
body, institution of higher education, nonprofit, mayor, or school district may be the responsible 
party. Local school districts are typically responsible for carrying out these responsibilities only 
for charters that they authorize. !
Authorizers are responsible for closing poorly performing charter schools. Authorizers are 
responsible for monitoring their schools’ academic, financial, and operational performance. They 
also ensure that schools are in compliance with state and federal requirements related to 
accountability, health, safety, and civil rights. In most states, a charter remains in operation for a 
set term, most commonly 3-5 years, though occasionally as long as 15 years. At the end of this 
term (and, in states with longer charter terms, regularly during the length of the charter) a 
charter school is thoroughly reviewed by its authorizer to determine if it has performed well 
enough to have its charter renewed. If an authorizer determines that a school has not met its 
academic, fiscal or other contractual obligations, it may close that school. From 1992 to 2011, 
authorizers closed 15 percent of the schools that were approved to open. In 2012 alone, 
authorizers closed 150 schools for failing to meet enrollment, financial, and/or academic goals. !
Effective authorizers establish clear expectations for all of their charter schools which 
may be more stringent than state accountability requirements. Effective authorizers 
establish expectations through performance frameworks. Some charter schools are actually 
required meet higher academic standards than traditional public schools. Typical performance 
frameworks generally include: !

•! An academic framework that goes beyond federal and state requirements, for instance 
including indicators of college- and career-readiness, and academic goals specific to 
each school’s mission. !!

•! A financial framework that covers issues associated with proper budgeting, accepted 
accounting practices, and financial sustainability.!!

•! An organizational framework that ensures that the school is in compliance with state and 
federal laws regarding governance, transparency, safety, civil rights, and more.!!

In some cases, these performance expectations are tougher than the expectations set by the 
state accountability system. In New Jersey, for example, the Office of Charter Schools, which 
authorizes all charter schools in the state, set the student academic growth target for charter 
schools at the same level as the state’s “exceeds standards” score for all other public schools in 
the state. Charter schools that meet the minimum score for traditional schools to be considered 
“typical growth” are considered by New Jersey to have not met standards for charter schools. 
school that meet the minimum cutoff for traditional schools to be considered “typical growth” are 
considered by New Jersey to not meet standards for charter schools.!! !!!
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New Jersey Charters Must Meet a Higher Bar than Traditional Public Schools"
!!!!!!!!!!

Note: SGP is a measure that reflects the amount of growth a student makes in a year, 
comparable to his or her peers. For example, a student whose end of the year test score is 
higher than that of 35 percent of students with the same prior year test score would have SGP 
at the 35th percentile. The Median SGP is the SGP of the school’s median student. Source: 
New Jersey Department of Education, Office of Charter Schools.!!
Meeting accountability requirements set forth in a charter does not exempt a school from 
ESEA accountability requirements—nor does meeting ESEA requirements exempt a 
school from the performance targets in its charter. A school that fails to make AYP but 
meets the accountability requirements specified in its charter is still subject to intervention. 
Similarly, if a charter school meets ESEA requirements but fails to meet the performance targets 
in its charter, the authorizer may still close the school. For states with ESEA waivers, the U.S. 
Department of Education issued guidance clarifying that in the case of charter schools, an 
authorizer’s decision to revoke or decline renewal of a charter based on academic performance 
will override the intervention by the state in a persistently low-performing school. In other words, 
low-performing charter schools can be shut down, rather than subject to intervention.do not 
need to undergo the interventions specified in the state’s ESEA waiver, because they will be 
closed instead. Further, timelines associated with interventions for focus and priority schools 
under the state’s ESEA waiver should not delay the authorizer’s ability to close the charter 
school through its own charter review or revocation processes. For example, the New Jersey 
Department of Education has opted to close charter schools identified as “focus” or “priority” 
schools rather than implementing interventions as it does in other public schools in the state. As 
a result, New Jersey has closed eight under-performing charter schools since 2012. !

The District of Columbia Public Charter School Board has closed one focus and one 
priority school since 2012. While they do not have an explicit policy of “no interventions” 
as in New Jersey, they have also begun closure procedures at other focus and priority 
schools.  !
Automatic Closures"

A growing number of states have enacted laws that require charter schools to close if 
they do not meet certain performance benchmarks. In states such as Ohio, these laws 
have sometimes been borne out of state lawmakers’ frustration that authorizers have not 
been making the tough decisions to close charter schools that have failed to meet the 
academic goals in their charter contracts. In other states, including Mississippi and 
Washington, state lawmakers have enacted such provisions as more of a precautionary 
measure to ensure that the lowest performing charter schools will actually be closed as 
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School	  Performance Charter	  Performance	  
Ra1ng

Tradi1onal	  District	  School	  
Performance	  Ra1ng	  

Median	  SGP	  is	  above	  65 Exceeds	  Standard	   High	  growth	  

Median	  SGP	  is	  from	  50-‐64 Meets	  Standards Typical	  Growth

Median	  SGP	  is	  	  from	  35-‐49	  	   Does	  Not	  Meet	  Standards Typical	  Growth

Median	  SGP	  is	  below	  35	  	   Falls	  Far	  Below	  Standards Low	  Growth



public charter schools open for the first time in these states. Other states that have 
enacted automatic closure laws include California, Florida, Indiana, Louisiana, Michigan, 
Nevada, North Carolina and Texas.!!
 
Summary!

Ultimately, ESEA applies the same standards, assessment, and accountability 
requirements to charter schools as it does to other public schools but defers to each 
state’s charter school law regarding the application of these requirements to charter 
schools. Persistently low-achieving charter schools—unlike traditional public schools—
can be closed for failure to meet the expectations in their performance contracts. To be 
sure, not all authorizers have fulfilled their responsibilities to monitor charter school 
performance and close low-performing schools. Some ineffective charter school 
authorizers lack clear performance expectations for the schools they oversee, or have 
been reluctant to close schools that fall short of expectations. The solution to this 
problem, however, is to improve state charter school laws to ensure that only 
organizations with the capacity and desire to be effective authorizers have the ability to 
approve or oversee new schools and to hold authorizers accountable for the 
performance of the schools they oversee. !!
Efforts to dictate from the federal level how ESEA accountability provisions apply to 
charter schools, rather than deferring to state law and the schools’ authorizers, could 
ultimately have the unintended effect of preventing or delaying the closure of low-
performing charter schools. Federal policymakers should ensure that any changes to 
ESEA accountability provisions preserve deference to state charter school laws and the 
ability of authorizers to close low-performing schools.
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