
America’s Charter Public Schools
Offering EVERY Student a Chance  
for Success

Every child—regardless of race, income, or circumstance—deserves an outstanding education at a high-quality 
public school—a school that engages, excites, and motivates students to tackle new challenges, think big, and 
dream even bigger. But far too many U.S. children don’t have access to the best schools our country can provide, 
and this is especially true for low-income students, English Learners (EL), and students with disabilities. For over-age, 
under-credited students struggling in district-run public schools, the outlook is even more bleak. Yet, finally, charter 
public schools are changing the equation and offering every student a real chance for success.

Students from Low-Income Backgrounds

Across the country, charter public schools are serving a higher percentage of students from low-income 
backgrounds (56 percent) than district-run public schools (52 percent). At more than a third of the nation’s 
charter schools—many of which are located in urban school districts—the student population is at least 75 
percent low-income. Yet despite these challenging circumstances, charter schools are helping disadvantaged 
students reach new levels of academic achievement. According to a 2015 study by the Center for Research on 
Education Outcomes (CREDO) at Stanford University:

• Students enrolled in urban charter schools gained 40 additional days of learning in math per year and 28 
additional days in reading compared to their district-run school peers. 

• Moreover, the longer a student attends an urban charter school, the greater the gains: Four or more years 
of enrollment in an urban charter school led to 108 additional learning days in math per year and 72 more 
days of learning in reading.

• Low-income Hispanic students gained 48 days in math and 25 days in reading per year, while low-income 
black students showed gains equivalent to 59 instructional days in math and 44 days in reading.

English Learners 

Working in partnership with teachers and parents, charter school leaders design schools that deliver an 
educational experience that is tailored to students’ strengths and needs. This is particularly true for English 
Learner (EL) students, who face unique challenges due to language and cultural barriers. Not only do charter 
public schools enroll just as many EL students as district-run public schools, they are also making significant 
strides toward improving EL student learning:

• According to the Department of Education, 10 percent of charter school students are English Learners, 
while nine percent of district-run public school students are EL.

• A 2013 CREDO national study determined that by attending a charter school, EL students— regardless of 
race or ethnicity—gained an average of 36 days of learning in reading and 36 days of learning in math per 
year compared to their district-run public school peers. 

• Considering that the standard school year is 180 days for district-run public schools, this finding means 
that EL students attending charter schools gained 20 percent more learning in both core subjects.
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• The 2015 CREDO report found Hispanic EL students at charter public schools showed the greatest learning 
gains of any student subgroup, with 72 additional days of learning in math per year and 79 in reading.

Students With Disabilities

Charter public schools have the flexibility to develop curriculum and coursework that targets the individual 
needs of students—a hallmark that is especially valuable to students with special needs. A growing number 
of parents of students with disabilities are recognizing the value of a charter school education; the number of 
students with disabilities who attend charter schools was 10 percent in the 2011-12 school year. 

Research shows charter schools are helping more students with disabilities remain with their peers in inclusive 
learning settings while also promoting improved student retention rates and outcomes:

• According to the 2011-12 Civil Rights Data Collection (CRDC), 84 percent of students with disabilities in 
charter schools were in the general education classroom for 80 percent or more of the day compared to 
67 percent of students with disabilities in district-run public schools. 

• A study of New York City charter schools confirmed charter schools are doing better than district-run 
public schools at retaining students with disabilities. Fifty-three percent of charter school kindergarten 
students with disabilities were still in the same schools four years later, compared to 49 percent of 
kindergarten students in non-charter schools.

• A 2015 CREDO report found that charter school students with special needs showed learning gains equal 
to nine additional instructional days in math and 13 in reading per year.

The facts are clear: charter public schools are helping underserved and students with special needs reach new 
academic heights and maximize their potential, proving that even the so-called “hardest-to-teach” students 
can succeed. At the National Alliance for Public Charter Schools, we know that, given the flexibility and 
opportunity that comes with a charter school education, every child can learn, grow and excel.  

Over-Age, Under-Credited Students

Whether they have fallen behind in school or dropped out altogether, over-age and under-credited (OU) 
students are defined as not having the appropriate number of credits for their age and intended grade. 
These students have struggled in traditional academic settings, and many ultimately choose to leave them. 
Fortunately, OU-focused charter public schools are showing promise. Case studies from these schools show 
consistent success due to charter schools’ unique combination of flexibility and innovation to best meet the 
needs of struggling students. 

• Most students that attend the School for Integrated Academics and Technologies (SIATech) are ages 16-
24 who dropped out of district-run high school. SIATech’s competency-based curriculum has successfully 
helped nearly 14,000 graduates and students gain an average of 2.5 grade levels in math and 1.5 grade 
levels in reading after one year in the program.

• YouthBuild Charter School of California embraces project-based learning to engage and motivate students. 
The approach has resulted in students outscoring their district-run school peers on standardized tests and a 
graduation rate that is 50 percent higher than the national average for OU students. 

• The High School for Recording Arts (HSRA) encourages coursework with real-world applications, helping 
students develop valuable life and business skills. Over the last 15 years, HSRA has graduated 72.5 percent 
of its students and, in the last four years, 100 percent of HSRA graduates have been accepted into college. 

National Alliance for Public Charter Schools
1101 Fifteenth Street, NW, Suite 1010, Washington, DC 20005   |   202.289.2700  n  www.publiccharters.org


