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Charter Schools’ Record of Doing More
With Less Validated by Stanford Report
Summary

By Audrey Spalding

Thousands of Michigan families
have voted with their feet for public
charter schools. A research center
at Stanford University confirms their
choice, saying charter schools in
Michigan, especially in Detroit, “serve
as models to other communities.”
Even so, state officials and the
Michigan Education Association
would halt new charter schools.

For some Michigan families, the best hope for education lies in an unlikely
source. There is a system of schools that helps students learn more, at a
lower cost. These schools do not have the luxury of guaranteed enrollment
— students must choose to attend. And if these schools fail to deliver on the
promises made to justify their existence, these schools are shut down.
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Detroit Charters v. DPS Schools
How do charters compare on math?

60 percent
do better

33 percent
do the same
8 percent
do worse

Compared with their
conventional school
peers, charter schools
in Detroit return greater
student achievement.
The total exceeds
100 percent due to
rounding.

Despite their increased accountability, and despite receiving less money, many
of these schools have a mission to serve students in some of Michigan’s poorest
neighborhoods. Incredibly, these schools have posted even greater educational
gains for their students than their conventional counterparts have done for
their own students.
These schools are charter schools. And though Michigan charter schools have
a demonstrated track record of producing better academic outcomes at a lower
cost, there is a concentrated, coordinated campaign to block more students
from attending these schools.
This March, Stanford University’s Center for Research on Education
Outcomes, commonly known as CREDO, released a study showing that
Detroit charter students learned significantly more than their conventionalschool peers.
The results shouldn’t be surprising: In January 2013, CREDO found that
Michigan charter school students learned an average of two month’s more
worth of material than students in conventional schools. In Detroit, charter
school students did even better, learning three months more per year.
No other examination of Michigan charter schools comes close to the
rigor of the CREDO study, because the study examined individual student
academic growth, and controlled for many external factors, including student
socioeconomic status, gender, and past test performance.
CREDO, which has studied charter schools throughout the United States,
said in 2013 that Michigan is “among the highest performing charter
school states” the research center had ever studied. This March, CREDO
highlighted Detroit as one of four cities that “provide essential examples
of school-level and system-level commitments to quality that can serve as
models to other communities.”
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And yet, critics — including some legislators, some State Board of Education officials,
and the Michigan Education Association — have mounted a vocal campaign against
charter schools. One columnist has claimed that charter schools “exploit children.”
The state superintendent has recently called for stopping new charter schools from
opening. And yet, the most rigorous findings on charter school performance have
been ignored during this debate.
It is easy for critics to obfuscate the issue. The most important fact about Michigan
charter schools is that they are primarily located in urban centers and enroll a very large
share of students from low-income backgrounds. As a result, any comparison of charter
and conventional school performance that does not take student socioeconomic status
into account is misleading, and cannot be taken seriously.

Limiting charter
school growth in
Michigan goes against
the most rigorous
studies of charter
school performance.

Limiting charter school growth in Michigan goes against the most rigorous studies
of charter school performance. It is true that proposals to stall charter school growth
in order to “stabilize” enrollment at conventional schools would protect the current
educational system. But in preserving the status quo, officials would be doing a
disservice to Michigan families.
Consider Pontiac: Barely half of the district’s students managed to graduate from high
school in four years, and Pontiac high school test scores are far below the state average.
Not surprisingly, close to 2,000 Pontiac students chose to leave for schools in other
districts. Another 3,000-plus students in the Pontiac area have opted to attend charter
schools. State officials cannot blame families for seeking better alternatives. Nor should
they penalize charter schools for trying to offer a better option.
Those seeking to limit educational choice must explain why they are ignoring the
most rigorous studies of charter school performance. And, they must justify their
decision to put the needs of school districts ahead of the very families those districts
have failed to serve.
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