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CHARTER SCHOOLS AND RACIAL

AND SOCIAL CLASS SEGREGATION: 
YET ANOTHER SORTING MACHINE?

AMY STUART WELLS, JENNIFER JELLISON HOLME, 
ALEJANDRA LOPEZ, AND CAMILLE WILSON COOPER

One of the most troubling contradictions of our time is that, as our
society becomes more racially and ethnically diverse, our public

schools are becoming more racially and ethnically homogeneous.
Indeed, in the past twenty years, judges and policymakers have removed
many of the formal mechanisms—such as court orders and student
transfer policies—designed to create more desegregated public schools.

These developments are even more paradoxical in light of recent
public opinion data that show more people in the United States than
ever before say they believe that public schools should be racially diverse.
For example, a 1994 Gallup poll found that the percentage of the
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American people who said “more should be done to integrate schools”
had risen rapidly, from 37 percent in 1988 to 56 percent in 1994.1 A
1998 survey found that 80 percent of African-American parents and 66
percent of white parents surveyed said that it was either “very important”
or “somewhat important” that their children’s schools be racially inte-
grated. Only 8 percent of black parents and 17 percent of white parents
said less should be done to achieve racial integration in schools.2

At the same time, there is a growing body of research demon-
strating the positive impact of school desegregation on the social mobil-
ity and life chances of African Americans. For instance, a review of
the literature on the long-term effects of school desegregation, found
that African-American graduates of racially diverse schools had high-
er occupational aspirations and better understood the steps needed to
obtain their goals than graduates of all-black schools. This review also
noted that African-American graduates of desegregated high schools
were more likely to attend predominantly white universities and earn
higher degrees.3 And finally, African Americans who had attended
racially mixed schools were more likely to be working in white-collar
and professional jobs in integrated corporations and institutions. They
also had more integrated social and professional networks through
which they learned about employment opportunities.4

Yet, despite opinion polls and research supporting integration,
since 1988 public schools have become more racially and ethnically
segregated as more districts are released from desegregation orders and
urban schools become increasingly racially isolated. According to Gary
Orfield and his colleagues, this shift has been most striking in the south-
ern and border states and is most severe for Latino students—the fastest
growing student population in the country.5

Thus, we are dismantling the mechanisms by which we desegregate
public schools at the same time that the perceived need for more racial-
ly diverse schools is quite high and the positive, long-term impact of
desegregation is better documented than ever before. Indeed, it seems
as though this is an appropriate moment in the history of our country to
question whether or not the goals of racial integration should be trans-
ferred to new educational policies. Yet to date, most policymakers
remain resistant to crafting new policies, such as charter school laws, in
ways that strongly support the goals of racial diversity in public schools.
For instance, while virtually all thirty-six state charter school laws
include anti-discrimination clauses and several give preference to
schools that enroll “at-risk” students (often without defining what that
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means), very few laws specifically require racial or socioeconomic bal-
ance in charter schools. And even in states with laws requiring some
racial balance for charter schools, there is little evidence that either
state officials or local school districts are monitoring charter schools’
compliance. In fact, in South Carolina—one of the states with the
strictest racial balance guidelines for charter schools—a state judge
recently declared these guidelines unconstitutional.6 Furthermore, none
of the laws provide meaningful incentives such as grants or other forms
of support for people to create racially diverse schools.

But it is precisely this lack of regulation and requirement that is at
the heart of charter school reform—a movement that allows schools to
operate with public money but less government oversight. Given the
laissez-faire nature of this very popular and rapidly expanding reform,
skeptics fear that it will create greater racial/ethnic and socioeconomic
segregation and stratification in the way that similar deregulated school
choice policies in other countries have.7

Yet, charter school proponents claim that theirs is not an elitist
movement that enables wealthy and white families to flee the regular
public schools, thereby exacerbating racial and social class segregation.8

Far from that, they say that charter schools are serving many disadvan-
taged students. Some even argue that a parent’s right to choose a school,
including a charter school, is the new civil rights issue of our time.9

Furthermore, several reports have shown that charter schools do
indeed serve low-income students and students of color. In fact, in some
states, comparisons of statewide averages demonstrate that charter
schools serve these students at a higher rate than the public schools.10

However, these data do not speak to the issue of racial/ethnic or socio-
economic isolation within and across charter schools. In fact, there is
generally very little discussion of this isolation in most of these reports
(many conducted by people and/or institutions that advocate charter
school reform) or how its presence—or absence—relates to different
students’ opportunities to learn within these schools.

Thus, beyond the fears and proclamations of skeptics and propo-
nents are a set of important questions about who is enrolled in charter
schools in different states and local communities, how they got there,
and why. In this chapter, we begin to answer some of these questions by
reviewing more than twenty studies of charter schools—conducted by
independent researchers—so that we can begin an informed dialogue
about these important issues.11 As far as we know, this is the most com-
prehensive review of the literature in this area to date.
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After reviewing the literature and drawing from our own study of
charter schools in ten California school districts, we argue that currently
there is not sufficient evidence to support strongly either the asser-
tion that charter schools will exacerbate segregation and inequality
or that they will help to overcome them. Still, we note that there is
enough evidence to suggest that charter schools are less racially and
socioeconomically diverse than the already segregated public schools,
albeit for different reasons in different states and communities. Thus,
there is cause for concern that the current charter school legislation
does not promote the creation of racially and socioeconomically
diverse charter schools.

In the first section of this chapter, we examine the research on who
is being served in charter schools. Here we report that despite the aggre-
gated national data that show that low-income students and students of
color are enrolled in charter schools, the context of the reform—where it
is being implemented and why—matters a great deal in terms of who is
served. It appears that in some states charter school reform is mostly an
urban phenomenon, serving predominantly low-income students of color.
In other states, it appeals to a much wider range of people and commu-
nities, including many that are disproportionately white and well-off.

In fact, our analysis suggests that, in many instances, states with
more racially/ethnically and socioeconomically diverse K–12 student
populations tend to have charter schools that enroll a disproportionate
number of white and nonpoor students. Conversely, in many of the
states with a general public school population that is predominantly
white and less poor, charter schools are enrolling a disproportionate per-
centage of students of color and low-income students. These distinc-
tions also relate to geography, with charter schools in northeastern states
serving more poor students and students of color relative to their public
schools than do the charter schools in the southwestern states. This may
be due to differences in the size and diversity of the public school districts
in these different regions. Also, across these different contexts, the more
the data are broken down from national- to state- to district- and even
neighborhood-level comparisons between charter schools and public
schools, the more racially and socioeconomically segregated the charter
schools appear to be. For instance, charter schools are often more racial-
ly and socioeconomically homogeneous than their local school districts
as a whole. And a few studies suggest that charter schools tend to be
less diverse than the closest public schools within their districts.
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Furthermore, we explain in the section on access to charter
schools, there is some evidence that even in poor communities, the
relatively more advantaged of the disadvantaged students are enrolling
in charter schools, and the percentage of the lowest-income students
served in charter schools across the country is declining. Finally, there
is some preliminary evidence to suggest that low-income students and
students of color are frequently enrolled in some of the most impover-
ished charter schools or in those with the least challenging curriculum.

These findings do not necessarily imply that individual charter
schools are intentionally segregating students by race and class. Rather,
they suggest that the current charter school laws do not foster racial
diversity. As we discuss in the section on charter school legislation and
diversity, to the extent that the charter school laws vary across states,
they almost all allow a great deal of leeway in terms of equity and stu-
dent access to charter schools. Often the laws’ language in these areas
is vague and open to different interpretations, and, as we mentioned,
rarely enforced. In other words, the laws leave room for many charter
school founders and educators to do as they wish. Thus, we conclude
this chapter with a discussion of implications for policy, noting that if
policymakers were to pay attention to public opinion and research that
favor less homogeneous schools, charter school laws would need to pro-
vide more support and incentives for founders who wanted to create
racially/ethnically and socioeconomically diverse charter schools.

CHARTER SCHOOL REFORM AND DEMOGRAPHIC
DIFFERENCES WITHIN AND ACROSS STATES

With charter school laws enacted in thirty-six states, the District of
Columbia, and Puerto Rico, there is a wide range of demographic and
political contexts into which this popular reform has been cast. Therefore,
aggregated “national” data on who is served in the country’s sixteen hun-
dred charter schools is only partially helpful because hidden behind those
average figures is a broad scope of charter school realities. Individual
charter schools reside in very different parts of the country and different
local communities, which means each has a unique interaction with its
surrounding schools and community. To the extent that charter schools
are exacerbating racial/ethnic and socioeconomic segregation, it is only
visible within the state and local context of the school itself.
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Thus, in this section, we examine available national-, state-,
district-, and school-level data in order to demonstrate how one level
of analysis can both inform and distort another.

National Data Show Racial and Socioeconomic Diversity

When data on charter school enrollment are aggregated to the nation-
al level they show that students of various races and ethnicities are
enrolled in charter schools in similar proportions to their average enroll-
ments in all the public schools in all the states studied. For instance, the
U.S. Department of Education’s Fourth-Year Report on charter schools
nationwide in 1998–99 found that 48 percent of the students enrolled
in 95 percent of the charter schools in twenty-seven states were white,12

compared to about 59 percent of the students in the public schools in
those same states.13 The report also states that, on average, charter
schools in these twenty-seven states were more likely to serve African-
American, Latino, and American-Indian students than the public
schools (see Table 6.1). For instance, while nearly 24 percent of all
charter school students were African American, only 17 percent of all
public school students in these states were African American. Similarly,
21 percent of the students in the charter schools were Latino, as
opposed to 19 percent of students enrolled in the regular public schools.
The difference for American-Indian students was about 3 percent. In
fact, the only so-called minority racial/ethnic group that was not over-
represented in charter schools at the national level was Asian and
Pacific Islanders.

In terms of the poverty rates of students in charter schools, the
aggregated data on the twenty-seven states demonstrate that almost 39
percent of students in charter schools qualify for free or reduced-price
lunch. This is about the same as the 37 percent of students who quali-
fy in the regular public schools in these states.14

Thus, at the aggregated, national level, it appears as though char-
ter schools look similar to regular public schools in terms of the stu-
dents they enroll, with fewer white and more African-American
students in charter schools. Yet, the more closely we break down this
national information into state-, district-, and school-level data, the
more complex the picture becomes. Because racial and socioeconomic
demographics vary greatly across and within states, it is important to
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look at who is being served in which charter schools where. Also,
because different states and different school districts contain vastly dif-
ferent numbers of charter schools and charter school students, it is crit-
ical to examine charter schools’ racial, ethnic, and social class
identifications within the states and communities with the most char-
ter schools, versus those with very few charter schools.

State-Level Data and Important Cross-State 
Differences: Context Matters

When the national data are broken down state-by-state, some interest-
ing findings emerge, namely huge variations in both the racial/ethnic
and socioeconomic makeup of charter schools across the states analyzed
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TABLE 6.1. RACIAL/ETHNIC COMPOSITION OF CHARTER SCHOOL
STUDENTS COMPARED TO ALL PUBLIC SCHOOL STUDENTS IN

TWENTY-SEVEN STATES

# OF STUDENTS IN CATEGORY % OF STUDENTS IN CATEGORY

RACIAL/ETHNIC CHARTER PUBLIC CHARTER PUBLIC

CATEGORIES SCHOOLS SCHOOLS SCHOOLS SCHOOLS

Total number 230,299a 30,689,016 — —

White, not of 
Hispanic origin 110,434 18,102,767 48.2 59.0

Black, not of 
Hispanic origin 53,926 5,289,814 23.5 17.2

Hispanic 48,352 5,657,976 21.1 18.4

Asian or 
Pacific Islander 7,687 1,354,509 3.4 4.4

American Indian 
or Alaska Native 5,976 283,930 2.6 1.0

Other 2,712 N/A 1.2 N/A
a This number is nearly 22,000 smaller than the total enrollment numbers for charter schools
in these 27 states reported elsewhere in the DOE’s Fourth-Year report. See page 18, for exam-
ple, where the total enrollment number is 252,009.

Source: The State of Charter Schools 2000: Fourth-year Report, conducted by RPP International
(Washington, D.C.: U.S. Department of Education, Office of Educational Research and
Improvement, February 2000).



in detail in the Department of Education’s Fourth-Year report.15 We
found, for instance, in the twenty-one states enrolling more than one
thousand students in charter schools, thirteen of these states housed char-
ter schools that combined served a lower percentage of white students
overall than the regular public schools in the same states. Conversely,
in four states charter schools enrolled a disproportionately high percent-
age of white students. Furthermore, ten states were home to charter
schools that serve a higher percentage of low-income students than their
regular public schools. And in five of the twenty-one states charter
schools enroll a disproportionately low percentage of poor students.

Obviously, across various state contexts charter schools are serving
demographically distinct students. In this section, we explore these issues
more fully to understand the demographic dimensions upon which char-
ter schools differ, and the important trends and themes that emerge.

RACIAL/ETHNIC DIFFERENCES IN STATE-LEVEL DATA. Given the racial
and ethnic diversity of statewide enrollments in charter schools, we
have tried to tease out the distinctions and commonalities across states,
especially as they relate to the public school enrollments in those states.
Two major trends emerged. First, there were more students overall
enrolled in charter schools in states in which charter schools serve the
same or a higher percentage of white and nonpoor students. And second,
in several, but not all, of the states there appears to be an inverse rela-
tionship between the percentage of white and nonpoor students in the
public education system overall and the percentage of white and non-
poor students enrolled in charter schools.16 This, we believe, says some-
thing about where the frustration with the regular public schools is
lodged across these different state contexts and how that frustration
relates to issues of race, class, and geography.

u THE CONCENTRATION OF CHARTER SCHOOLS AND STUDENTS. As
we noted above, thirteen of the twenty-one states with more than
one thousand charter school students enrolled a disproportionately
high percentage of students of color, while another four states
enrolled a disproportionately low percentage of these students. The
remaining four states were within five percentage points of their
state averages for white enrollment. While it is helpful to compare
the number of states in which white students are over- or under-
represented in charter schools, the results are somewhat misleading
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in terms of how these schools impact the lives of children. Not all of
the states have the same number of charter schools or, more impor-
tantly, the same number of students enrolled in charter schools.

Take, for instance, the thirteen states that have a higher per-
centage of students of color in their charter schools than in the
public schools as a whole. Interestingly, while these states contain
a little more than 50 percent of the charter schools in the twenty-
one states included in our analysis, they enroll only 40 percent of
the students attending charter schools in these states. The eight
states/jurisdictions with either an overrepresentation of white stu-
dents or a similar (within five percentage points) percentage of
white students compared to the public schools enroll the majority
of all charter school students in the twenty-one states (see Table
6.2, page 178).17

This analysis raises questions about the meaning of the aggre-
gated data presented in the Department of Education’s Fourth-Year
report. As we mentioned above, those data show that overall, char-
ter schools in twenty-seven states enroll a smaller percentage of
white students and a larger percentage of African-American, Latino,
and American-Indian students than do all the public schools in
those states combined (see Table 6.1). But this report compares
aggregated data from all charter schools to aggregated data from all
the public schools in all twenty-seven states, whether those states
had one hundred charter schools with more than twenty-five thou-
sand students or twenty charter schools with fewer than two thou-
sand students.

Thus, the overall racial/ethnic demographics of states such as
Connecticut, Wisconsin, Ohio, and Kansas—each of which has
a very high percentage of white students in their public schools—
are averaged into the comparison even though they each enroll
less than three thousand students in charter schools. In fact, many
of the states that enroll the largest numbers of students in charter
schools, including Arizona, California, Georgia, and Texas, have
much lower percentages of white students in their regular public
schools.

The aggregated enrollment numbers and percentages in the
“All Public Schools” columns of Table 6.1, therefore, do not accu-
rately reflect the racial/ethnic makeup of the public schools in the
states in which the vast majority of the charter schools and charter

Wells, Holme, Lopez, and Cooper 177



178 Charter Schools and Racial and Social Class Segregation



school students are located. As we noted above, this table reports
that, on average, 59 percent of public school students in the twenty-
seven states examined were white, while only 48 percent of char-
ter school students were white. When we look more closely at
the top two states in terms of student enrollment in charter
schools—California (with 73,905 students) and Arizona (with
32,209 students)—we see that combined their total K–12 population
in public schools is about 45 percent white. Yet the charter schools
in these two states—educating about 46 percent of all charter school
students across the country18—are 55 percent white. Furthermore, in
both of these states, each with a large Latino population, Latino
students are underrepresented in charter schools (see Table 6.3).

Clearly, further analysis must be conducted with more effort to
separate out the data from states with large numbers of students—
for example, more than ten thousand—enrolled in charter schools
from those with far fewer students—say, fewer than fifteen hun-
dred. It is a bit disingenuous to draw general conclusions about
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TABLE 6.3. RACIAL/ETHNIC COMPOSITION OF CHARTER SCHOOL
STUDENTS COMPARED TO ALL PUBLIC SCHOOL STUDENTS

IN CALIFORNIA AND ARIZONA

# OF STUDENTS IN CATEGORY % OF STUDENTS IN CATEGORY

RACIAL/ETHNIC CHARTER PUBLIC CHARTER PUBLIC

CATEGORIES SCHOOLS SCHOOLS SCHOOLS SCHOOLS

Total Number 106,114a 6,543,729 — —

White, not of 
Hispanic origin 58,025 2,960,779 54.7 45.2

Black, not of 
Hispanic origin 10,494 517,873 9.9 7.9

Hispanic 27,196 2,340,332 25.6 35.8

Asian or 
Pacific Islander 3,671 567,879 3.5 8.7

American Indian 
or Alaska Native 5,745 156,864 5.4 2.4

Other 942 N/A 0.8 —
a About 46 percent of the national total.

Source: The State of Charter Schools 2000: Fourth-year Report, conducted by RPP International
(Washington, D.C.: U.S. Department of Education, Office of Educational Research and
Improvement, February 2000).



who is and who is not being served by charter school reform when
averaging data from twenty-seven states, as if these states were all
equal in terms of charter school activities.

u THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN THE PERCENTAGES OF WHITES IN

PUBLIC AND CHARTER SCHOOLS. Another issue that emerges
from the 1998–99 state-level data is the tendency for charter
schools in predominantly white states to serve a higher percentage
of students of color. In other words, in looking at the thirteen
states in which charter schools enroll a disproportionately high
number of students of color, we see that ten of those states have a
general public school population that is more than 60 percent
white (see Table 6.4, pages 182–83).19 In fact, half of these states
have public school enrollments that are more than 80 percent
white. Charter school enrollments in these ten states are, on aver-
age, about 35 percent less white than in the regular public schools
overall.

In terms of their African-American student populations, the
charter schools in these ten states enroll 31 percent more African-
American students on average than do the public schools. In
Illinois, for example, African-American enrollment in the eleven
charter schools is, on average, 48 percent greater than in the reg-
ular public schools, while the white population is nearly 60 percent
lower. The Latino student population in the charter schools in
these ten states tends to be closer to the state averages, with a few
states enrolling 9 percent or more greater Latino populations. Thus,
in these ten predominantly white states, charter schools tend to
enroll a disproportionate number of students of color.

Meanwhile, of the eight states/jurisdictions with charter
school enrollments that are either higher or similar (within five
percentage points) to the proportion of white students in the pub-
lic schools,20 six of them have general K–12 public school popula-
tions that are less than 60 percent white. For instance, California,
which has a general public school population that is only 44 per-
cent white, has a charter school population that is almost 55 per-
cent white. While this percentage of white enrollment in charter
schools is similar in terms of absolute percentage to the white
enrollment in charter schools in states such as Massachusetts (58
percent), Michigan (50 percent), and Minnesota (52 percent),
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the latter three states have a much higher percentage of white stu-
dents in their general public school population—78 percent, 81
percent, and 82 percent, respectively. Thus, the charter schools in
these states serve a disproportionate number of African-American
and/or Latino students, while the California charter schools serve
a disproportionate number of white students (see Table 6.3). In
other words, the larger context from which charter schools draw
their enrollments give the racial/ethnic breakdown numbers their
meaning. Therefore, it appears that there might be a relationship
between a state context in which the public schools as a whole
are predominantly white, such as Connecticut, Illinois, Michigan,
Minnesota, and Pennsylvania, and a demand for charter schools
that serve students of color.21 On the other hand, there also appears
to be a much weaker relationship between the demand for charter
schools that serve white students and statewide public school
demographics that are more diverse. Georgia provides a good case
in point (see Table 6.3). There, according to Department of
Education data, the K–12 public school population was about 56
percent white and 40 percent African American. Meanwhile, the
aggregated data on Georgia charter schools show that almost 70
percent of the students were white and about 23 percent were
African-American. In this state, therefore, white students were
overrepresented in charter schools while African-American stu-
dents were underrepresented. Thus, we see these interesting but
uneven demographic relationships across states, with many of the
racially diverse states enrolling relatively more white students in
charter schools and most of the predominantly white states
enrolling a higher percentage of students of color in charter schools
than in the regular public schools.

Still, five of the twenty-one states—Texas, Colorado, Florida,
Louisiana, and Kansas—do not fit this analysis. Colorado and
Kansas have predominantly (greater than 60 percent) white pub-
lic school populations in general and a very slight overrepresenta-
tion of white students in charter schools. Texas, Florida,22 and
Louisiana, on the other hand, have K–12 school-age populations
that are less than 60 percent white and charter schools that enroll
a disproportionately high percentage of students of color. But six-
teen of the twenty-one states with the largest charter school enroll-
ments fit the profile of either predominantly white states with
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supplemented with data from state departments of education” (see page 18 of the source).
b These numbers are based on responses from only 927 of the 975 open charter schools that responded to the survey (see p. 33 of the source). No explanation
is given for why the other 48 schools are not included in the table. 
c Limited English proficiency.

Note: The shaded rows mark those states in which the charter school enrollment is disproportionately less white (by 5 percent of more) than that of the statewide
public school enrollment for that state.
Source: The State of Charter Schools 2000: Fourth-year Report, conducted by RPP International (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Department of Education, Office of
Educational Research and Improvement, February 2000).



charter schools that enroll a disproportionate percentage of students
of color or more racially diverse states that enroll a disproportionate
percentage of white students in their charter schools.

It is also important to note, however, that in the eight
states/jurisdictions where charter schools enroll the same or a
higher percentage of white students than the public schools, their
demographics, on average, tend to be less distinct from their
statewide averages. In contrast, the racial/ethnic breakdowns of
charter schools in the thirteen states where one or more “minor-
ity” groups were overrepresented were, in general, more distinct
from the racial/ethnic breakdowns of the statewide public school
enrollment (see states on the right side of Table 6.2). For instance,
these states are more likely to have one or two racial/ethnic groups
that are higher or lower than the state averages for those groups by
more than 10 percent.

Furthermore, in terms of geographic distinctions, the eight
states/jurisdictions with white charter school enrollments equal to
or greater than the state population as a whole are all western,
southern, and/or southwestern states/jurisdictions. Because the
southern and western regions of the country tend to have geo-
graphically larger, countywide school districts, there could in fact
be a relationship between the size and diversity of local school dis-
tricts and the interest on the part of white parents and students in
engaging in charter school reform. On the other hand, the major-
ity of the thirteen states in which charter schools enroll a higher
percentage of students of color are located in the north, east, and
northeastern regions of the country. These states are more likely to
have smaller and more racially homogeneous school districts.23

Thus, we can only speculate as to why the data look the way
they do. For instance, one possibility is that in predominantly
white and wealthy northeastern states such as Connecticut, where
smaller city and suburban school districts have remained highly
separate and unequal, the vast majority of frustration with public
education is vested in the poor, urban school districts where most
of the students of color reside. On the other hand, the more south-
ern and western states, such as Arizona, have overall school-age
populations that are more diverse—about 54 percent white and
31 percent Latino in Arizona—and less segregated across the larg-
er, countywide school districts. Here, frustration with the public
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educational system could be less concentrated exclusively in poor,
urban neighborhoods, as some white and more middle-class parents
and students find themselves in school districts that are perceived
to be not as good. In fact, in many places in these states it is more
likely that white and wealthy parents and communities no longer
see the public schools as places “for people like them.”24 And as we
point out below, some of the strongest evidence in terms of
intradistrict racial/ethnic segregation is emerging from research in
California and Arizona.

Obviously, these issues need to be explored more carefully
and in greater depth in future cross-state studies of charter schools.

POVERTY RATES IN STATE-LEVEL DATA. Compared to the data on the
racial/ethnic make-up of charter schools, the socioeconomic data, as
measured by eligibility for free and reduced-price lunch, are slightly more
disparate. For instance, at the aggregated state level—only five of the
twenty-one states with the largest charter school enrollments have small-
er percentages (by 5 percent or more) of poor students in charter schools
than in the regular public schools. In fact, all five of these states had a
smaller percentage of poor students by at least 10 percent in charter
schools.

While these are only five of the top twenty-one states with charter
schools, they contained 45 percent of all students enrolled in charter
schools nationally in 1998–99. Meanwhile, the six states that had equal
(within five percentage points) low-income enrollments in charters
and regular public schools were home to another 24 percent of the
nation’s charter school students. Thus, nearly 70 percent—more than
two-thirds—of all charter school students were enrolled in the eleven
states that had either fewer or an equal percentage of low-income stu-
dents enrolled in charter schools than in the regular public schools.
Once again, analyses of the aggregated national data can appear mis-
leading upon closer examination of where the charter school students
are located because these analyses include data on relatively nonpoor
states that enroll very few charter school students.

u THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN THE PERCENTAGES OF POOR

STUDENTS IN PUBLIC AND CHARTER SCHOOLS. Similar to the
findings on enrollments by race/ethnicity, charter schools are some-
what more likely to serve poor students in states with fewer poor
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students in the public schools overall. In the eleven states in which
charter schools serve a lower or equal percentage of poor students
than the regular public schools, the overall percentage of students
who qualify for free and reduced-price lunch is higher, on aver-
age, than in the other ten states. For instance, in seven of these
states, 37 percent or more of students qualify for free or reduced-
price lunch—thus at or above the average for all the states with
charter schools studied by the Department of Education.
Meanwhile only two of the ten states in which the percentage of
poor students in charter schools is higher than the state average
have more than 37 percent of their overall public school students
eligible for free or reduced-price lunch (see Table 6.5).

What is perhaps most interesting, however, is the range of
differences in poverty rates between the public schools and char-
ter schools. For instance, as Table 6.5 illustrates, the difference
between the percent of all public school students who qualify for
free or reduced-price lunch and the percent of all charter school
students who qualify is quite large in the less poor states. In fact, on
average, the number of poor students enrolled in charter schools in
these ten states is about 26 percent higher than in the public
schools. Indeed, in five of these states, the difference is more than
30 percent.

In Ohio, for example, where almost 29 percent of all public
school students are from low-income families, nearly 69 percent of
charter school students are poor. And in Illinois, charter schools
enroll on average about 37 percent more poor students than the
regular public schools (68 percent poor students in charter schools
almost 31 percent poor students in the regular public schools). As
noted above, Illinois is a state with very low white enrollment in
charter schools (9 percent of charter school students as opposed to
69 percent of all students in the public schools) and very high
African-American enrollments (almost 67 percent of students in
charter schools as opposed to only 19 percent in all public schools).

In comparison, in the five states in which charter schools
enroll a smaller percentage of low-income students than do the
public schools in the state, the average difference in the percent-
age of poor students between the charter schools and the statewide
public school system is half that of the less poor states—about 13
percent (see Table 6.4). Therefore, as with the data on racial and
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ethnic enrollment in charter schools, the data on poverty rates
suggest that in the states with more poor students enrolled in char-
ter schools, poverty rates of students in the charter schools differ
more from the statewide public schools than in states with fewer
poor students overall.

SUMMARY OF STATE-LEVEL DATA. The overarching finding here is that
context matters. The tendency appears to be, with a few exceptions,
that in states that are whiter and wealthier overall, charter schools are
more likely to be serving a relatively high percentage of low-income stu-
dents and students of color. In states that are more racially diverse over-
all and that have even a slightly higher percentage of low-income
students enrolled in their public schools, charter schools are more like-
ly to be drawing a relatively higher percentage of white and nonpoor
students. This is not a perfect pattern; in fact, four of the twenty-one
states—Texas, Colorado, Louisiana, and Kansas—do not fit either the
race/ethnicity or the poverty trends. But in one way or another, the
remaining seventeen states do.

As we noted above, we do not yet know what this means or why
these phenomena are occurring. But we can begin to speculate from these
data that in states where the public schools are organized into smaller
school districts that are often more separate and unequal and the white
and wealthy families are fairly content with their mostly segregated sub-
urban schools, charter schools could be perceived mainly as a reform
designed to help the most desperate students in poor, urban public
schools. In more racially, ethnically, and socioeconomically diverse states
where there are fewer white and wealthy public school district enclaves,
charter school reform may represent more of a mixture of forces, includ-
ing efforts by middle-class and white parents to create more quasi-private
public schools, thereby pulling away from the larger public system. In
doing so, these parents often create more racially/ethnically and socio-
economically homogeneous schools, whether they intend to or not.

These are possible explanations for a complicated pattern of char-
ter school enrollments across states. Still, all of the data discussed thus far
are aggregated at the national and state levels. Below we present data
from several studies that look more closely at charter schools and their
districts to suggest that even in states where charter school enrollment
in the aggregate is more closely aligned to the statewide racial/ethnic
averages in public schools, there is no evidence that white students
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and students of color or poor and nonpoor students are being served
in the same charter schools.

District- and School-Level Data: 
Charter Schools within Their Local Contexts

The disparate state-level data point to the need to look more carefully
at what is happening locally in school districts and in the charter
schools within them. Thus it is clear that we need to know—despite the
state averages—how many of the predominantly white charter schools
are in school districts populated mostly by students of color. This is a
very different picture than one in which the predominantly white char-
ter schools are in predominantly white school districts.

In some states there are data that allow us to examine these
issues—for example, reports that compare charter schools to their sur-
rounding districts or, less frequently, nearby public schools within a
local section of these districts. These reports tend to show a great deal
of racial segregation across charter schools. Thus, even those states
with relatively low percentages of white students enrolled in charter
schools still often have some virtually all-white charter schools. They
may also have many virtually all-African-American or all-Latino char-
ter schools. Hence, it is extremely important to break down the state-
level information when asking questions about racial/ethnic and social
class segregation.

RACIAL DIVERSITY: COMPARING CHARTER SCHOOLS TO THEIR LOCAL

DISTRICTS. The Department of Education’s Fourth-Year report on char-
ter schools states that 69 percent of all charter schools operating in
twenty-seven states during the 1998–99 school year had white student
populations that were within twenty percentage points (plus or minus)
of their local school districts’ average percentage of white students.25

This was up from about 60 percent of all charter schools in the 1996–97
school year.26 Meanwhile, another 17 percent of charter schools had a
distinctly higher percentage of students of color and a lower percentage
of white students than their surrounding districts. Thus, according to
the report, only 14 percent of charter schools had a lower percentage of
students of color and a higher percentage of white students than their
districts.27
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Unfortunately, the 20 percent range that the Department of
Education report used to define charter school distinction along
racial/ethnic enrollment lines seems quite broad compared to other
reports that address these issues. Furthermore, the Department of
Education’s Fourth-Year Report fails to provide any further information
on comparisons of charter schools to districts. For instance, there is no
information on whether charter schools that are racially or ethnically
distinct from their surrounding districts in one way or another are clus-
tered in particular states or types of school districts—for example, urban
or suburban. Nor is there any helpful school-level data to shed light on
the racial makeup of individual charter schools as they compare to near-
by public schools, and compared to districtwide averages.

In fact, the Department of Education’s Second-Year Report includ-
ed some of this information, comparing the proportion of white stu-
dent enrollment in about 368 charter schools to white enrollment in all
the public schools by ten percentage points—0 to 10 percent, 10 to 20
percent, 20 to 30 percent white, and so forth—in sixteen states.28 This
analysis showed that charter schools were much more likely to have 0
to 10 percent white enrollment than the regular public schools and
somewhat more likely to have 90 to 100 percent white enrollments.
Meanwhile, the public schools in these sixteen states were more likely
to have 60 to 70, 50 to 60 or 20 to 30 percent white enrollment than
were the charter schools, suggesting that the public schools were more
racially diverse. Unfortunately, the Department of Education has not
conducted this analysis in subsequent reports.

Still, these Second-Year Department of Education findings, which
show that charter schools tend to be more racially isolated than the reg-
ular public schools, have been confirmed by subsequent studies con-
ducted by other researchers. For instance, a study conducted by Carol
Ascher, Robin Jacobowitz, and Yolanda McBride provides important
cross-state information on charter school and district level enrollments.29

They analyzed data from more than 550 charter schools in 317 school
districts in twenty-six states. Like the Department of Education’s Fourth-
Year Report, they found that about 70 percent of all charter schools
were not distinct (using plus or minus twenty percentage points) from
their surrounding districts in the percentage of white students enrolled.
Yet this report and others also reveal some interesting differences
between the predominantly white and predominantly nonwhite charter
schools, especially as they relate to their surrounding districts.
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u CHARTER SCHOOLS ARE LESS RACIALLY /ETHNICALLY DIVERSE

THAN THEIR SURROUNDING DISTRICTS.30 In breaking down the
data to examine charter schools in their local school district con-
texts, Ascher and her colleagues found that out of 552 charter
schools, 27 percent had a student population that was 0 to 20 per-
cent white. Meanwhile, another 38 percent had an 81 to 100 per-
cent white student population. Therefore, 64 percent, or almost
two-thirds, of all charter schools were either predominantly white
or predominantly students of color.31

In comparison, the racial makeup of the 317 school districts in
which these charter schools were located was more diverse. In fact,
only about 10 percent of these school districts were 0 to 20 percent
white, and another 37 percent were 81 to 100 percent white.
Therefore, only 47 percent of the school districts were either more
than 80 percent or less than 20 percent white, compared to 64
percent of the charter schools.

Thus, the percentage white is similar at one end of the spec-
trum, with about 38 percent of charter schools and 37 percent of
their host districts enrolling 80 to 100 percent white students.
Yet at the other end of the spectrum, charter schools and their dis-
tricts are more disparate, with nearly three times as many charter
schools enrolling 0 to 20 percent white students as their home
districts.

Other reports examining charter school enrollment in dif-
ferent states also point to greater racial isolation in charter schools
than in their surrounding school districts, although the extent to
which this results in more predominantly white or more predom-
inantly nonwhite charter schools differs across the states with
several state reports showing more predominantly white charter
schools.32 For instance, in a comprehensive study of the enroll-
ment of ninety-eight California charter schools from the 1996–97
school year,33 SRI International found that while on the whole
charter schools served a population that was, demographically,
fairly similar to the student population statewide, intradistrict
comparisons showed greater discrepancies, especially in the pre-
dominantly white schools. More specifically, the report noted that
about 40 percent of the California charter schools enrolled a dis-
proportionately high percentage of white students in comparison
to their surrounding school districts. In half of these cases, white
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enrollment in charter schools exceed the district’s by more than
25 percent. Meanwhile, the exact opposite was true for Latino
students, who were underrepresented by at least 10 percent in
almost 40 percent of all charter schools and by at least 25 per-
cent in 18 percent of charter schools. These intradistrict discrep-
ancies were far greater for white and Latino student populations
than for African-American or Asian student populations.34 This
finding confirms an early finding in the Department of Education’s
First-Year Report on charter schools, which stated that 37 per-
cent of the eighty-one charter schools in California during the
1995–96 school year, as opposed to 17 percent of all public schools
in the state, had enrollments that were 80 to 100 percent white.35

Furthermore, these patterns of segregation in California char-
ter schools do not appear to be changing. For instance, a study by
Carol Muth Crockett examining data from the 123 California
charter schools operating during the 1997–98 school year found
only one charter school that reflected no difference at all in
“whiteness” from its sponsoring district. “Of the remaining 122
charter schools, 78 (over 63 percent) were Whiter than their spon-
soring districts.” In fact, 22 of the charter schools (or 18 percent of
the total studied) were at least 25 percent more white than the
public schools in their districts.36

Meanwhile, paralleling the SRI findings, Crockett reported
that while white students were often overrepresented in charter
schools, in eighteen of the charter schools (15 percent), Latino
students were underrepresented by at least 25 percent. And in
about one-third of these schools, or 6 percent of the total, Latino
students were underrepresented by 50 percent or more. Thus, once
again, the state with by far the largest enrollment in charter
schools is also the state with some of the most problematic demo-
graphic data.

In Colorado, where the aggregated charter school enrollment
was about the same percentage white as the statewide K–12 pub-
lic school enrollment, a 1998 evaluation of thirty-two charter
schools showed that while differences between charter schools and
regular school districts did not appear to be as great as they were in
California, African-American and Latino students were under-
represented in charter schools.37 For instance, twenty-six of the
thirty-two charter schools studied—or 81 percent—served a lower
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percentage (by 5 percent or more) of students of color than their
surrounding school districts.

On the other hand, Michigan is a predominantly white state
(83 percent of the students in the public schools statewide are
white; about 13 percent are African American), but white stu-
dents were underrepresented in charter schools and African-
American students were overrepresented. In all of the charter
schools across the state combined, 50 percent of the students were
white and 41 percent were African American.

A closer look at some of the preliminary data from two reports
on Michigan charter schools suggests that, at least in some
instances, African-American and white students were enrolling in
separate charter schools.38 These two studies of Michigan charter
schools examined different areas of the state, and they come to dif-
ferent conclusions about how charter schools relate to their local
districts in terms of racial/ethnic balance. Jerry Horn and Gary
Miron, who studied sixty-two charter schools in all but the south-
eastern area of the state, showed that while there was a larger per-
centage of African-American students enrolled in these charter
schools (39 percent) than in the state’s public schools as a whole
(17 percent), the percentage was lower than that of the districts
surrounding the charter schools (51 percent). Meanwhile, the
authors found the opposite was true in terms of white enrollment—
that is, the percentage of white students enrolled in the charter
schools was, on average, about 49 percent, compared to about 42
percent in the host districts.39

The second Michigan report examined the fifty-five charter
schools in the Ann Arbor, Detroit, and Flint metropolitan
areas.40 Contrary to the Horn and Miron study, this study found
that the percentage of students of color in the charter schools
was higher than in the public schools in the surrounding dis-
tricts. For instance, the report states that the charter schools in
this southeastern section of Michigan enrolled a combined stu-
dent population that was 68 percent students of color, while the
surrounding school districts were only 54 percent students of
color.41 However, this analysis may have been confounded
because data from one predominantly white school district that
has only one charter school could have lowered this 54 percent
average. Data are needed that break down these comparisons of

Wells, Holme, Lopez, and Cooper 193



charter schools and the surrounding districts to the district and
community levels.

A study of Minnesota,42 where the overall student popula-
tion is predominantly white (86 percent) but the total charter
school population is only about 52 percent white,43 examined the
range of racial diversity in charter schools and their surrounding
school districts. This study found that the range of the percent-
age of white students enrolled was much wider in the charter
schools—between 0 and 99 percent white—than it was in the host
districts, where white enrollment ranged from 37 to 98 percent.
This was also the case with African-American enrollment; while
the surrounding or host school districts ranged from less than 1 to
40 percent African American, the charter schools ranged from 0 to
96 percent. Similarly, the range of Latino and Asian enrollments in
charter schools was much wider in the host districts than in the
public schools.

Following from the preliminary findings of several other
reports, this study concludes that white students and students of
color, for the most part, are enrolled in different charter schools.
Thus, as of 1996 half of the sixteen charter schools operating in
Minnesota were serving student populations that were less than
20 percent students of color, and the other half were serving more
than 60 percent students of color. The authors write: “These data
indicate that Minnesota charter schools, at this time, are not nec-
essarily functioning as a desegregation tool.”44

The third-year evaluation of charter schools in Texas con-
ducted by a consortium of researchers, as well as the U.S.
Department of Education, found that the eighty-nine charter
schools operating in Texas during the 1998–99 school year enrolled
a lower percentage of white students than the regular public
schools overall.45 But the report also makes clear that at the school
level, the white students who were enrolled in Texas charter
schools were rarely attending the same schools as African-
American or Latino students. For instance, in 1998–99, the so-
called at-risk charter schools had much higher concentrations of
Latino and African-American students and a lower concentration
of white or “Anglo” students. At the same time, the charter schools
that were not targeted toward at-risk students enrolled a slightly
lower percentage of Latino students and a higher percentage of
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African-American students when compared to state averages.
Although the percentage of white students in both types of char-
ter schools—“at-risk” and “non-at-risk”—was lower than the
statewide percentage of white students overall, they comprised 30
percent of the non-at-risk charter school population, as opposed to
only 14 percent of the at-risk charter school population. In fact
84 percent of the at-risk charter schools had student populations
that were less than 33 percent white. Meanwhile, 50 percent of the
students enrolled in at-risk charter schools were Latino, even
though Latinos comprise only 38 percent of the overall Texas pub-
lic schools’ student population.

Furthermore, the racial/ethnic breakdown of individual Texas
charter schools shows that forty-four of them, one-half of the total,
had enrollments that were more than 75 percent from only one
racial/ethnic group. In fact, thirty of these schools had student
bodies that were 90 percent or more from one racial/ethnic group,
including four that were more than 90 percent white, twelve that
were more than 90 percent African American, and fourteen that
were 90 percent or more Latino.

Finally, the report examined the extent to which Texas char-
ter school enrollments were within twenty percentage points of
their local school districts’ percentages for different racial/ethnic
groups. The result was, once again, that Latino students are the
most underrepresented group in the non-at-risk charter schools.
Thus, while on average 85 percent of Texas public schools are
within twenty percentage points of their district averages in terms
of the percentage of Latino students, only 43 percent of the non-
at-risk charter schools were within this limit. In fact, for every
racial/ethnic group, enrollments in the regular public schools in
Texas much more closely reflected the racial breakdowns of their
local school districts than did the charter school enrollments.

In contrast, the Massachusetts data do not fully support the
conclusion that charter schools are, for the most part, more racial-
ly segregated than their districts. In fact, many Massachusetts char-
ter schools, particularly those that were predominantly white,
closely reflected their school districts—that is, highly segregated by
race and class. For instance, the data presented in the Massachusetts
State Department of Education 1998 report show that eleven of
the twenty-four operating charter schools had enrollments that
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were 88 percent or more white. While the statewide average white
enrollment in the K–12 public school system was only 78 percent
white, ten of these eleven schools were located in school districts
that were at least 90 percent white. These ten charter schools,
therefore, closely reflected the racial/ethnic makeup of their dis-
tricts, even though they were disproportionately white compared to
statewide averages in public schools. In fact, a recent study by the
researchers at the Donahue Institute also found that Massachusetts’s
charter schools were not significantly different from their local
school districts in terms of minority student enrollment.46

Still, even these Massachusetts data show that charter schools
are segregated by race/ethnicity, even if, in this case, they are not
more segregated than their surrounding school districts. Thus, the
study by Ascher and her colleagues, combined with several of these
state-by-state reports on charter schools, begin to show a trend of
separate charter schools for white students versus students of color,
even if they do not agree in terms of which types of charter
schools—predominantly white or predominantly nonwhite—are
more prevalent. Obviously, as with any aspect of charter school
reform, more and better data are needed before firm conclusions
can be drawn.

u PREDOMINANTLY WHITE CHARTER SCHOOLS ARE MORE SIMILAR

TO THEIR SCHOOL DISTRICTS. Similar to the phenomenon dis-
cussed above regarding the state-level data, it appears that in at least
some of the states examined the greatest racial/ethnic difference
between the districts and the charter schools that operate within
them occurred when charter schools served mostly students of color.
According to the Ascher study, in terms of the racial makeup of the
students, the predominantly white charter schools tend to be more
similar to their districts.47 In fact, the authors found that the make-
up of 83 percent of the predominantly white charter schools nation-
wide was roughly equivalent to their districts’ averages. And, as we
noted earlier, while 37 percent of the districts had enrollments that
were predominantly (81 to 100 percent) white, about the same per-
centage of charter schools—38 percent—were also predominantly
white.48 Meanwhile, the contrast between charter schools and school
districts enrolling mostly students of color was much greater. For
instance, while only 10 percent of all the school districts in the
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sample were 0 to 20 percent white, 27 percent of the charter schools
were 0 to 20 percent white. The authors conclude:

The higher the percentage of white students in the char-
ter schools, the more likely charter schools are to be
equivalent to their districts…. On the other hand, near-
ly half of all charter schools with more than two-thirds
students of color are distinct from their districts. That is,
charter schools may be offering students of color a more
segregated environment than their districts as a whole.49

However, not all the research concurs on this point. For
instance, in California Crockett found major differences between
the predominantly white charter schools and their surrounding
school districts; many of these charter schools were located in
urban, predominantly nonwhite districts. She also found that 41
percent of all urban charter schools in California were more white
by 20 percent or more as compared to their districts as a whole.
Furthermore, she found that in urban districts, on average, the
overrepresentation of white students in charter schools was two
to three times greater than the overrepresentation of white stu-
dents in suburban and rural charter schools.50

Still, despite some discrepancies, it appears as though some of
the state reports concur with the two central findings of the Ascher
national analysis of school- and district-level data. First, charter
schools tend to be more racially segregated than their surrounding
districts. Second, charter schools serving mostly students of color
tend to enroll a higher percentage of these students than their sur-
rounding school districts, whereas predominantly white charter
schools tend to more closely match the demographic makeup of
their surrounding school districts. Two very important exceptions
are California and Texas.

u A SCHOOL-TO-SCHOOL LEVEL COMPARISON OF RACIAL

COMPOSITION. Of course, the shortcoming of this analysis is that
Ascher and her colleagues were comparing the demographics of
individual charter schools to those of entire school districts.
Obviously, within most school districts, individual public schools
could be as racially/ethnically or socioeconomically segregated as
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any charter school. This issue is particularly problematic in large
school districts where, despite districtwide racial diversity, indi-
vidual schools are often quite racially homogeneous. Thus, a char-
ter school enrolling mostly African-American students within a
school district that is racially diverse could be located in a com-
munity in which the nearby public schools also enroll mostly
African-American students.

One study by Casey Cobb and Gene Glass on Arizona’s charter
schools attempts to address this issue. This study employed a map
analysis to compare the ethnic composition of every charter school in
metropolitan Phoenix to that of “nearby” traditional public schools
of comparable grade levels.51 The analysis shows that time and time
again charter schools enroll student populations that are a higher
percentage white than their closest public schools. For instance, when
the authors focused on Scottsdale, a predominantly white suburb of
Phoenix, they found that in the southern section of the district,
where the small population of ethnic minorities in that district reside,
charter schools were enrolling a disproportionate percentage of white
students. In fact, in the area surrounding two of the K–8 charter
schools in Scottsdale, no public school enrolled as high a proportion
of whites as these two schools. For instance, one Scottsdale charter
school served 226 students in grades K–8, 87 percent of whom were
white. Meanwhile the two closest public schools that spanned the
same grades were only 62 percent white and 73 percent white.52

Similarly, in the suburb of Tempe, Cobb and Glass found that
one elementary charter school had a higher percentage of white
students enrolled than any of the nine other elementary schools in
the area. A charter school serving middle-grade students in the
same area was located less than a quarter of a mile from a public
middle school that served nearly three times the proportion of eth-
nic minority students as the charter school.53

The authors also note that 75 percent of the students in the
metropolitan Phoenix charter schools were in schools that were 70
percent white or more. In contrast, only 45 percent of the stu-
dents in the public comparison group were in schools that were
70 percent white or more.54 They conclude:

The national and state evaluations which report that
Arizona charter schools serve a proportion of ethnic
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minority students at a level consistent with or greater
than the traditional public schools are off the mark.
Their methods produce numbers and percentages in the
aggregate, techniques that conceal potential evidence of
ethnic separation at the level at which it should be mea-
sured. The general picture of Arizona’s charter schools
is that they are significantly more segregated than the
traditional public schools.55

The Cobb and Glass paper demonstrates why it is important
to disaggregate the national-, state-, and even district-level data
and to place charter schools within their local, community context
to better understand issues of racial/ethnic segregation and isola-
tion. Clearly, more research needs to be done in this area.

POVERTY RATES: A SCHOOL- AND DISTRICT-LEVEL COMPARISON. In
terms of poverty rates at the school and district level, the Department
of Education’s Fourth-Year Report on charter schools is not helpful
because the data are only broken down to the state level, not to the
school or district level. The Department of Education’s Second-Year
Report is, however, much more helpful. These data, based on 1996–97
figures, showed that in about 52 percent of nearly four hundred charter
schools, less than a third of students were eligible for free or reduced-
price lunch, while in 29 percent of all charter schools more than two-
thirds of the students were eligible. Thus, it looks as though charter
school enrollments tend to cluster in both poor and less poor schools.

Yet the Ascher study, which used 1997–98 data, showed a decline
in the percentage of charter schools—from 29 percent in 1996–97 to
19 percent in 1997–98—with more than two-thirds of their students
eligible for free or reduced-price lunch.56 At the other end of the spec-
trum, the percentage of charter schools with less than a third of stu-
dents eligible had grown from 52 percent to 61 percent during that
same year.

The Department of Education’s Second-Year Report also com-
pared the percentage of students in charter schools who qualified for free
or reduced-price lunch to the average percentage of qualifying students
in the surrounding school districts. The report states that 50 percent of
the charter schools were not distinct from their districts in the per-
centage of qualified students, 23 percent had a higher percentage of
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students who were eligible, and 27 percent had a lower percentage of
students who were eligible than their districts.

Likewise, in their more recent and broader based analysis, Ascher
and her colleagues found that nearly half of all charter schools (48 per-
cent) were equivalent to their districts in the percentage of poor stu-
dents eligible for free or reduced-price lunch.57 However, they also
found that only 14 percent of charter schools had a higher percentage
of students eligible, while the percentage of charter schools enrolling a
smaller percentage of low-income students than their surrounding
school districts had grown from 27 to 38 percent. Thus, the percentage
of poor students enrolled in charter schools declined relative to the
nearby public schools.

Below, we look at more specific findings related to comparisons of
charter schools to their districts in terms of student poverty.

u CHARTER SCHOOLS TEND TO HAVE FEWER POOR STUDENTS

THAN THEIR DISTRICTS. According to the Ascher report, 54 per-
cent of the 483 charter schools for which they had data had 20
percent of students or less eligible for free or reduced-price lunch.58

In fact, a third of all charter schools had no students eligible. (The
authors note that this finding may be due, in part, to the bureau-
cratic obstacles to becoming part of the federal free and reduced-
price lunch program.) Meanwhile, only 23 percent of the 314
school districts for which they had data had 20 percent of students
or less eligible for free or reduced-price lunch.

This suggests that at one end of the continuum—low-poverty
school districts—charter schools generally had even fewer poor
students enrolled than their districts. Yet at the other end of the
continuum—in high-poverty districts—there was a concentration
of charter schools serving a disproportionately higher percentage of
poor students than their surrounding school districts: while near-
ly 11 percent of charter schools had enrollments in which 80 per-
cent of students or more were eligible for free or reduced-price
lunch, only about 5 percent of the school districts that housed
these charter schools served a student population that was 80 per-
cent or more poor.59

Meanwhile, the percentage of charter schools in the Ascher
study that were more socioeconomically diverse—with enrollments
in which between 20 and 80 percent of the students qualified for
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free or reduced-price lunch—was relatively low, at about 35 per-
cent. This compared to more than 72 percent of the school districts
in which the charter schools resided.60 Thus, like the data on the
percentage of students of color, charter schools are more likely to
be found on one end of the poverty continuum or the other, and
the public school districts are more likely to be in the middle, with
a greater mix of students.

Meanwhile, several of the individual state reports mentioned
in the section above also provide information on charter schools
and student poverty rates. Most show that charter schools tend to
serve fewer poor students than their districts. For instance, the SRI
report found that in about 60 percent of California charter schools,
students were less likely to be from low-income families than other
students in their sponsoring districts. In more than half of these
instances—36 percent of all charter schools—the proportion of
students eligible for the lunch program was more than twenty per-
centage points less than that in their districts’ noncharter schools.
Similar patterns hold in Colorado61 and Massachusetts62 and, to a
lesser extent, in Michigan.63

The pattern of charter schools—regardless of their racial/ethnic
makeup—serving smaller percentages of low-income students rel-
ative to their surrounding districts is strong. Some of this distinc-
tion between charter and noncharter public schools could be
related to the subtle and often covert ways in which students and
their families are recruited and admitted into charter schools. As
we discuss in the following section, we learned a great deal about
these practices in our in-depth study of ten school districts in
California. Several other studies have raised these same issues.

SUMMARY OF SCHOOL- AND DISTRICT-LEVEL DATA. According to
Ascher and her colleagues, while preliminary analyses of charter school
enrollment data suggest that charter schools “mirror” their districts in
the average percentage of students from different racial/ethnic or socio-
economic groups, a more careful analysis suggests that individual char-
ter schools are serving more students at the extreme ends of the
ethnicity and socioeconomic continuums. In particular, their data show
that charter schools serving mostly students of color tend to be much
less racially/ethnically diverse than their districts. Similarly, while a
large number of charter schools do not serve very many students eligible
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for free or reduced-price lunch, in disadvantaged districts charter
schools may serve even more eligible students than the district average.
According to Ascher and colleagues, “[A] closer analysis suggests that
charter schools may be proliferating at both the low and the high end
of the race/ethnicity and affluent/poverty continuums.”64 The research
from various states generally confirms these findings, although it shows
some differences in terms of the specific distinctions between charter
schools and their local school districts.

These findings offer an interesting twist to the story that emerged
from the state-level data in the prior section. There it appeared that in
states in which the overall public school enrollment was less white,
charter schools were more likely to enroll an equal or disproportionately
high percentage of white students. And in states where the overall pub-
lic school enrollment was more white, the charter school enrollment
was disproportionately students of color. The same inverse relation-
ships between the charter schools and the statewide public schools
existed, although not as strongly, for low-income students, suggesting
that charter schools look different from the statewide public school sys-
tem in terms of both the racial/ethnic and the socioeconomic makeup
of the students who enroll.

The Ascher study as well as several of the state reports suggest that
when you look at school- and district-level data, charter schools are
more extreme in terms of racial and social class isolation and segregation
than the districts in which they are located. Thus, in a predominantly
white state such as Michigan, not only are charter schools more likely
to enroll African-American students than white students, but they are
also more likely to enroll a higher percentage of African-American stu-
dents than their surrounding school districts—at least in the urban dis-
tricts in the southeastern part of the state. Conversely, in a state such as
California, in which the general K–12 public school population is very
diverse, charter schools are more likely to enroll white students and
more likely to have a higher percentage of white students then their sur-
rounding school districts. The same would be true, on average, for poor
and nonpoor students within their state and local context.

In this way, charter schools may well be exacerbating the
racial/ethnic and socioeconomic segregation that is already quite per-
vasive in the public educational system. Of course, before such con-
clusions can be convincingly drawn, more data are needed comparing
the racial/ethnic makeup of charter schools to that of nearby individual
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public schools. Indeed, for those charter schools located in large and
diverse school districts, the charter school to school district comparisons
are far less helpful.

ACCESS AND OPPORTUNITIES WITHIN
CHARTER SCHOOL REFORM

Some of the most important findings from our study of charter schools65

in California revealed that they can subtly garner increased control
over who enrolls in them through their limited and targeted recruit-
ment efforts and selective admissions policies. Other studies of charter
schools across the country describe similar phenomena. These prac-
tices may be contributing to an increase in racial/ethnic isolation and
segregation in charter schools.

Targeted and Word-of-Mouth Recruitment

A few of the charter schools we studied included information about
their schools in districtwide school choice brochures that went to all
parents. But more often the recruitment process was highly circum-
scribed. For instance, many more charter schools simply posted flyers in
the local community or sent out mailers to families within their atten-
dance boundaries. A few charter school directors took out ads in the
local newspaper, and many gave tours of their schools to interested stu-
dents and parents. Still other charter schools advertised by sending
educators and/or students to attend various meetings or public forums to
make presentations about the school. Finally, several charter schools
in our study relied solely on word-of-mouth efforts to attract students
and parents.

Though some of these recruitment tactics are utilized by other
public schools, charter school founders and operators have much more
flexibility to target these efforts in specific communities because of both
the charter school legislation and the nature of this reform. Their meth-
ods can be especially effective when charter schools are new, start-up
schools that are not serving an established attendance area. These start-
up schools, which must recruit hundreds of students very quickly, are in
a better position to market themselves strategically, and we found that
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many of them target specific communities, whether based on geographic
location of residence, racial/ethnic composition, language proficiency,
or “at-risk” characteristics.

In their discussion of such recruitment practices, David Arsen,
David Plank, and Gary Sykes note that some Michigan charter schools
have pursued locational, curricular, and marketing strategies that make
them especially available or attractive to members of particular ethnic
or racial groups. In some cases, the authors note, the “target market” is
white students in districts where most of the students are members of
minority groups.66

Furthermore, we learned in California that for schools that gain
good reputations, the need for formal recruitment efforts often declines
and more informal, word-of-mouth networks become the primary route
through which people obtain information about the school. These
word-of-mouth networks, often circumscribed by race, social class, and
language, limit who finds out about these schools and their admissions
policies.

Other studies point to the same phenomenon occurring outside of
California. For instance, a study of Arizona charter schools reported that
53 percent of surveyed parents with children enrolled in charter schools
said they found out about the school by word of mouth from a friend,
relative, or neighbor. Another 22 percent said they had learned about
the school because of its reputation in the community. 67 Similarly, the
Texas study by Gregory Weiher and colleagues found that 97 percent of
the students in the non-at-risk charter schools were recruited via word of
mouth, as were nearly 80 percent of the at-risk charter school students.68

We posit that, in our segregated and stratified society, these target-
ed and word-of-mouth recruitment strategies, combined with the fairly
selective admissions policies that charter schools employ, described
below, work against racial/ethnic and socioeconomic diversity in many
instances.

Selective Admissions Policies

Admissions requirements and processes exemplify another way in which
charter schools have more control over their enrollments than most
regular public schools. For instance, although many of the charter
schools in our California study operated on a “first-come, first-served”
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basis, they still gave preferential treatment to certain students—that
is, students who lived nearby, who had attended before the school went
charter (in the case of a conversion school), who had siblings at the
school, or whose parents worked there.

Furthermore, in most cases the degree of selection went beyond
these “first-come” policies and preferences in part because almost every
school we visited had a waiting list of students who wanted to enroll.
Thus, most of the charter schools implemented some sort of admissions
requirements to help them determine which of the “first come” stu-
dents and parents best “fit” the philosophy and mission of the charter
school. In fact, the SRI study found that 44 percent of the ninety-eight
California charter schools surveyed cited student and/or parent lack of
commitment to the school’s philosophy as a factor for being denied
admission.

In order to better assess the fit between the charter school and the
families in terms of shared values and beliefs, several schools required
some sort of pre-admissions meeting between school officials and par-
ents and/or students. The meetings ranged, depending on the school,
from informal discussions in which the school culture is described, to a
more formal interview designed to assess students’ abilities and interests
as well as parents’ level of commitment to education and school service.
Charter school operators described to us how these meetings were often
used as opportunities to assure that families would fit in at the schools.

Similarly, a report on charter school reform in New Jersey found
that all seven charter schools studied required an interview of the appli-
cants “to ensure that the goals and mission of the school are in concert
with that of the parents and students.”69

Another admissions requirement that gave the charter schools we
studied more power to shape their educational communities were con-
tracts compelling students and/or parents to abide by certain rules and
expectations. These contracts are widespread in California charter
schools. In fact, the SRI study found that 75 percent of California char-
ter schools required a parent or adult to sign a contract with the school
when enrolling a child.70

Seven of the seventeen charter schools we studied in depth
required parents to sign contracts, which asked them to conduct a vari-
ety of tasks including reading to their children, going over homework,
and encouraging “appropriate” student behavior in accordance with
school behavior codes. However, the most common requirement in
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these contracts was that parents volunteer at the school and partici-
pate in school activities a certain number either of hours or of events
per school year. Many of the schools reserved the right to ask families to
leave if parents did not meet the requirements specified in the con-
tract. They could also deny families admission to the school if parents
did not agree ahead of time to fulfill the requirements of the charter.
According to the SRI report, 32 percent of California charter schools
had denied families admission to their schools because the parents were
not able to commit to the parental involvement requirement.71

Yet even more common than the parent contracts in our study
were the student contracts/requirements. All but four of the seventeen
charter schools we visited had such student contracts and/or require-
ments in place. Educators at these schools could ask students to leave if
they did not “live up to the charter” or the contract. In other words, stu-
dents who were seen as not “trying hard enough,” were frequently tardy
or absent, or misbehaved according to the school’s conduct code could
be kicked out of their charter schools.

Again, this is not simply a California phenomenon. In fact, the
Arsen report noted that some Michigan charter schools appeared to
be developing increasingly aggressive strategies for selecting their stu-
dents.72 They cite mechanisms similar to those we documented in
California, including requiring parents to fill out elaborate application
forms and/or participate in an interview before enrolling their child.
The authors note that such practices make it possible for administrators
to discourage applications from students who might disrupt the school
community.73

Similarly, the New Jersey study found that although each of the
charter schools examined used a lottery system to ensure random selection
of its students, there were several components added to the application
process that undermined the intent of random selection, including parent
contracts and interviews.74 In fact, one charter school in this study listed
“reasonable criteria” for admission which included “[i]nterview with par-
ent (guardian) and child,” “[a] review of past student school performance
to ascertain interest,” and “[p]arent (guardian) agreement to, and signing
of, a contract regarding specific responsibilities.”75

Setting admissions priorities for certain groups of students or
requiring that students and/or parents sign a contract and/or go through
an interview process illustrate some of the ways in which charter
schools, as schools of choice, can decide who attends them, more so
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than other public schools. It is easy to see how these recruitment and
admissions practices could lead to greater racial/ethnic and social class
segregation and inequality at the school level, in part because of the way
in which some charter school operators use them to create more homo-
geneous schools and in part because of the already existing segregation
and inequality within local communities. And in fact, the majority of
schools we studied were more racially/ethnically and socioeconomical-
ly isolated than the school districts in which they resided. In ten of the
seventeen California charter schools we studied, at least one racial or
ethnic group was over- or underrepresented by 15 percent or more in
comparison to their districts’ racial makeup. In eight of these schools,
the percentages were off by more than 15 percent for two or more racial
or ethnic groups.76

Still, we also suspect that the picture is more complicated than
racial/ethnic demographic differences. We saw, for instance, how across
various contexts these recruitment and admissions practices contributed
to something we call “relative privilege”: the way in which the ability
of charter schools to control who comes to them more tightly assures
that they enroll students who already have the resources, support, or
best academic or behavioral records relative to other students in near-
by public schools. In other words, even when charter schools look sim-
ilar to regular public schools in terms of the racial/ethnic and even
socioeconomic makeup of their students, they often may enroll the stu-
dents from the local community with the most involved parents or the
strongest support systems.

Thus, in addition to crude numbers on race/ethnicity and poverty
rates, we also need to compare other characteristics of charter school
and noncharter school students in the same community, especially
parental support, prior achievement, and so forth. Similarly, as we dis-
cuss below, we also must compare the opportunities available to differ-
ent children in different charter schools.

Opportunities to Learn across Charter Schools

Given the emerging evidence that poor students and students of color
are often enrolled in separate charter schools from their more advan-
taged peers, a fundamental question that researchers should be pursuing
is whether or not the opportunities to learn differ across charter schools,
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and, to the extent they do, which students have access to which oppor-
tunities. If indeed racial/ethnic and socioeconomic diversity within
charter schools is not a high priority, then the issue of equality of oppor-
tunities to learn across racially and socioeconomically segregated char-
ter schools is of utmost importance. Yet thus far, only a handful of
researchers are trying to connect demographic information on charter
school enrollments to an analysis of the educational opportunities avail-
able in different charter schools.

One of the best studies addressing this issue is the Cobb and Glass
paper on Arizona charter schools, in which they examined the pro-
grammatic offerings, or “educational missions,” of twenty-two charter
high schools in the Phoenix metropolitan area.77 They found that twelve
of these schools offered a “college prep” curriculum, while the remaining
ten offered a more vocational education program. Interestingly, the
racial/ethnic breakdown of these two sets of schools is quite stark: 86 per-
cent of the 1,865 students enrolled in the college-prep charter high
schools were white, while less than 40 percent of the 1,635 students
enrolled in the vocational high schools were white. The authors note
that the proportion of white students in urban, college-bound charter
high schools was well over two times the proportion of white students in
urban, non-college-bound charter high schools.78 Similar, although less
dramatic, racial/ethnic distinctions between college-prep and vocational
charter schools were found in the eleven rural charter high schools
studied.

As we noted above, the Texas report by Weiher and his colleagues
found that Latino students were overrepresented in the at-risk charter
schools and somewhat underrepresented in the non-at-risk charter schools.
Meanwhile, the student populations of the non-at-risk charter schools
had two times as many white students as the at-risk charter schools—
30 percent versus 14 percent. African-American students were about
equally overrepresented in both the at-risk and the non-at-risk charter
schools compared to their overall enrollment in the public schools
statewide.79

These demographic differences for Latino and white students are
more disturbing in light of another finding from the study, which
showed that while 50 percent of the students in the non-at-risk charter
schools intend to go on to a four-year college after graduation from
high school, only 26 percent of the students in the at-risk charter
schools have such plans.
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Related to this issue of opportunity to learn, we found in our
UCLA Charter Study of ten school districts in California that starting
and operating a charter school required a substantial amount of
resources of all kinds—material, in-kind, social, and political.80 Access
to these resources varied greatly depending on the location of the char-
ter school in a given community and the school’s relationship to vari-
ous institutions, including the school districts, business community,
policymakers, and so forth. While we saw charter school operators
across the seventeen schools we studied engaged in one or more
resource-generating strategies, we also witnessed substantial disparities
in the resources they were able to attract with these strategies. For
example, while a governance board member at a well-resourced charter
school contemplated how to utilize the abundance of computers and a
business manager at another wealthy charter school reflected on its
$400,000 budget surplus, other charter schools were housed in barren
facilities that sometimes had no running water, heat, or adequate class-
rooms for the students. In addition, usually there were very few, if any,
computers or science equipment in the poor charter schools compared
to the wealthier charter schools.

Generally speaking, schools located in predominantly middle- and
upper-middle-class communities and serving a higher proportion of
white students tended to have easier access to financial and in-kind
resources due to their high-status connections. Meanwhile, educators in
charter schools serving predominantly poor students and students of
color were often overwhelmed by the day-to-day demands of running a
school with limited resources and struggled to make similar connec-
tions. These findings raise important issues related to opportunities to
learn that should be explored more fully in future research.81

Summary of Access and Opportunity Issues

It appears that many charter schools are able to engage in recruitment
and admissions practices that in many cases may contribute to greater
racial/ethnic and socioeconomic segregation across charter schools.
These practices also seem to contribute to the self-selection of stu-
dents into charter schools who are “relatively privileged” compared
to students in the nearby public schools. Furthermore, there is some
preliminary evidence that issues of opportunity to learn in charter
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schools are leading to a separate and unequal system in which poor
students and students of color have less access to a challenging cur-
riculum.

Lacking additional data and analysis, we argue that more attention
needs to be paid to the mechanisms by which inequality is exacerbated
by charter school reform. In the next section of this chapter we look
more closely at the state charter school laws as they relate to this and
other demographic information on charter schools in each state.

LEGISLATIVE LIMBO: CHARTER SCHOOLS AND DIVERSITY

Some charter school researchers have tried to relate their findings
directly to the state laws governing charter school reform. They some-
times make a connection between the specifics of the legislation and
the demographics of who enrolls in charter schools, arguing that the
“rules matter” in terms of who is or is not served.82 Given the diversity
of charter school laws and charter school enrollments in different states,
the search for a relationship between the two seems logical.

As part of our overall assessment of what is known thus far about
racial/ethnic and socioeconomic diversity within charter schools, we
also examined the charter school legislation of thirty-six states and the
District of Columbia. We paid particular attention to provisions of
these laws that would influence student access to charter schools,
including who is eligible for charter schools, enrollment requirements
and admissions criteria, selection criteria, racial balance guidelines, and
desegregation compliance. We then compared what we learned about
each state’s law to what we knew from the above analysis of who is
enrolling in charter schools and how those enrollments relate to the
demographics of the regular public schools in the same states, districts,
and communities.

We argue that at this stage in the process of researching and doc-
umenting charter school reform, it is very difficult to conclude that
there is a direct, causal link between the specifics of a state charter
school law and the reality of who founds and who enrolls in charter
schools. This is because in most states, the laws leave room for equity
and access issues to be dealt with—or not dealt with—at the local level.
Also, we see little evidence that this highly deregulatory reform puts in
place any mechanisms to monitor the equity or racial balance provisions
in the laws.
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Our hunch therefore, based on this analysis and our own research in
California,83 is that the specific context of different states and commu-
nities plays a larger role in shaping who engages in charter school reform
than do rather subtle differences in the state laws. Given the generally
weak nature of the equity and access provisions in most charter school
laws, we see little evidence that they play a major role in shaping the
race/ethnicity and socioeconomic demographics of most charter schools.
This does not mean, however, that amended laws, with stronger diver-
sity requirements and provisions, could not have a large impact.

In the following sections, we look more specifically at several
domains of the legislation as they relate to the enrollment of charter
schools in particular states.

Admissions Criteria and Enrollment Requirements

Theoretically, one of the most important ways state laws could shape
the demographics of charter schools would be through the wording of
admissions criteria. Thus, we examined the wording of the laws on
admissions criteria in the thirty-six states we studied and related that to
the data on charter school enrollments in the twenty-one states with
the most students enrolled in charter schools. We tried to make con-
nections between what we know about charter school legislation across
the country and how these trends relate to who is enrolling in charter
schools in the twenty-one states.

For the most part we saw no consistent pattern between the wording
of a state’s legislation on this issue and the race/ethnicity and poverty
rates of students enrolled in charter schools in that state. Twenty-nine of
the thirty-six state laws explicitly allow charter schools to have admis-
sions criteria (although nine of these laws specify that these criteria can-
not be based on intellectual ability, measures of achievement, or “aptitude”).
Among these twenty-nine states several—for example, Alaska, California,
Colorado, and Kansas—enroll either an equal or greater percentage of
white students in charter schools compared to the regular public schools.
These same states, as we noted above, also enroll equal or fewer poor stu-
dents on average than the public schools in general. Meanwhile, many of
the states that enroll a disproportionately high percentage of low-income
students and students of color—for example, Connecticut, Pennsylvania,
and Texas—also allow charter schools to apply admissions criteria.
Therefore, whether or not charter schools can have admissions criteria
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does not appear to be the main variable in predicting the race/ethnicity
and socioeconomic conditions of students who enroll.

It is interesting to note, however, that the majority of the nine
states that allow charter schools to have admissions criteria that are
not based on “intellectual ability” or “measures of achievement or apti-
tude” are all states in which charter schools enroll a disproportionate-
ly high percentage of low-income students and students of color. For
instance, charter school laws in Massachusetts, Michigan, Minnesota,
New Jersey, and Ohio all restrict the scope of charter school admis-
sions criteria to nonacademic criteria. Thus, it may be that a more com-
prehensive “admissions criteria” policy that forces charter schools to
select students based on nonacademic criteria impacts who enrolls in
charter schools across the different contexts.

Another admissions and enrollment issue addressed in many of
the laws is the selection method that charter schools can use if they
are overenrolled. The vast majority of laws—twenty-five out of thirty-
six—specify that students should be selected by random drawing if the
school is overenrolled once the admissions criteria mentioned above
have been applied. There is some variation across states, however, in
terms of special preferences for various students in addition to the ran-
dom selection. For instance, some laws specify that students will be
selected randomly with preferences for siblings, for students living with-
in the district boundary, or for students in particular grade levels.

But despite these particulars, once again no real pattern or rela-
tionship appears between the wording of the state laws in terms of
enrollment and the demographics of the charter schools as compared to
general K–12 public school enrollments. States that serve both dispro-
portionately high and disproportionately low percentages of low-income
students and students of color compared to the public schools in these
states are among the twenty-five that call for random drawings.

Thus, there is little evidence that whether charter schools can
have admissions criteria or whether they must select students random-
ly when they are overenrolled is a major mitigating factor in the broad-
er demographic makeup of these schools. Additional research needs to
be conducted in order to know whether a more restrictive law that for-
bids the use of “ability” or “prior achievement” as part of the criteria is
more conducive to the development of charter schools that serve poor
students and students of color. Another important part of that research
agenda should be to examine “relative privilege” issues as they relate to
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charter schools in any states with admissions criteria. In other words, it
is important to gather more information on how even the nonacademic
criteria that charter schools use in admitting students can put some
students at a disadvantage, regardless of race or poverty.

“At-Risk” Focus or Priority

A popular theme in charter school legislation is for charter schools to
serve so-called at-risk students. Unfortunately, the legislation rarely
defines what “at risk” means. Regardless of whether or not the laws
specify that charter schools should serve these students does not appear
to influence the proportion of low-income students or students of color
served relative to the overall state enrollment.

For instance, among the nineteen states in which at-risk students
are not mentioned or specified in the law are Arizona, California,
Georgia, and Kansas—all of which enroll the same or a greater per-
centage of nonpoor and white students in their charter schools as in the
regular public schools. On the other hand, also among these nineteen
states are Michigan, Minnesota, New Jersey, and Pennsylvania —states
that enroll a larger percentage of poor students and students of color in
their charter schools. Conversely, states with laws that give priority to
applications for charter schools designed to increase the educational
opportunities of at-risk students include Colorado, where charter
schools serve mostly white and nonpoor students. Similarly, the New
Mexico law states that charter school applications “must” indicate how
the charter schools will serve the needs of at-risk students, yet New
Mexico’s charter schools enroll students who are, on the average, sig-
nificantly less poor than the students in the state’s public schools.

One possible reason for an apparent lack of relationship between
legislative provisions for serving at-risk students and the demographics
of charter schools in various states is that the state laws tend to be
rather vague. And, as with so many aspects of charter school legislation,
it is not at all clear if or how such provisions are being monitored or
enforced. In fact, it may be that only the laws with more specific crite-
ria and requirements have any impact on charter school enrollments.

For instance, an argument could be made that a more specific
requirement regarding at-risk students is one of the reasons why Texas
does not fit the larger trend mentioned above of states with less white
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and less wealthy overall public school populations housing more char-
ter schools that serve white and more middle-class students. Unlike
legislation in other states, the Texas law specifies that the State Board
of Education may grant additional charters, above the 120-school cap,
if they go to schools that will serve at least 75 percent at-risk students.
Similarly, Connecticut, another state in which charter schools serve a
much higher percentage of low-income students and students of color
than the regular public schools, also has a law that is much more specific
about who will be served by this reform: the law states that preference
will be given to charter school applications for schools to be located in
school districts with concentrated child poverty or in which 75 per-
cent or more of the students are “minorities.”

Another state law that stands out is that of Rhode Island. This
law declares that the charter school population “must be reflective of
the student population of the district, including but not limited to spe-
cial education children, children at risk, children eligible for free or
reduced cost lunch, and LEP [limited English proficiency] students.”
More explicitly, the law states that “no charter shall be authorized” for
a school that does not include such students. Unfortunately, we do not
have demographic data on Rhode Island’s two charter schools because
states with fewer than three schools were not included in the cross-
state analysis in the Department of Education’s Fourth-Year report.
Thus, we argue that states such as Texas, Connecticut, and Rhode
Island should be monitored closely to assess the impact of these stronger
and more specific laws on charter school enrollments.

In closing, we do not see any evidence that charter school laws
that merely mention the education of at-risk students as a goal or a pri-
ority without any specific guidelines or requirements have much impact
on who enrolls in charter schools. We do, however, argue that more
attention should be paid to the relationship between the legislative
wording and at-risk student enrollment.

Racial Balance Requirements and 
Desegregation Policy Compliance

In looking at the racial balance and desegregation requirements of char-
ter school laws, once again we see little evidence that the legislation has
much direct impact on who enrolls in charter schools in various states.
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For instance, in terms of requiring charter schools to have any racial bal-
ance, twenty-six of the thirty-six states fall into two general categories:
nineteen of the state laws say nothing about the racial balance of char-
ter schools, and seven laws state that charter school applications should
specify how the schools will achieve a racial and ethnic balance that is
reflective of the population of the district in which it is located. Within
each of these categories, states are mixed in terms of the students
enrolled in their charter schools. For instance, under the category of
states that require no racial balance are several states—including
Alaska, Arizona, Colorado, Georgia, and New Mexico—in which the
charter school population has an equal or higher percentage of white
students and an equal or lower percentage of low-income students than
the regular public schools. Yet there are also several states in this first
category that have charter school populations with smaller percent-
ages of white students and larger percentages of poor students, includ-
ing Illinois, Louisiana, Michigan, and Texas. The same can be said of
the second category of states, which includes California and Kansas as
well as Florida, Ohio, and Wisconsin.

Of course, comparing state guidelines on the racial balance of indi-
vidual schools to the aggregated data on statewide charter school enroll-
ments is not entirely helpful because individual charter schools could be
racially balanced in comparison to their local districts even if the state
average for charter school enrollment is way off. But we do know from
some of the state-by-state research that even in those states with laws
that require charter school applications to specify how the schools will
achieve a racial and ethnic balance reflective of their districts, there
appears to be little compliance thus far. For instance, as we reported
earlier, both our UCLA Charter School Study of seventeen charter
schools in ten school districts in California84 and the Crockett study of
charter school segregation in California85 show that in most cases, there
is virtually no effort being made to assure that charter schools actually
reflect the racial/ethnic makeup of their school districts.

Still, as with the at-risk requirements discussed above, some state
legislation is more directive when it comes to racial balance require-
ments than others. And once again, the Connecticut legislation stands
out as being more forceful on this issue than virtually any other state’s
legislation. The Connecticut law includes three provisions that should
promote racial balance in charter schools: First, the law stipulates that
once a charter has been approved at the local level (for district charters),
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the state review board must approve the charters as long as they do not
have segregative effects on student assignments. Second, the law
requires that charter proposals specify how the schools involved will
promote a racially diverse student body. And third, the annual report
that the state requires of each charter school must describe the schools’
racial and ethnic composition and efforts taken to increase diversity.
Thus, the Connecticut legislation stands out in terms of its stronger
emphasis on creating more racial balance in charter schools. And as
we have noted, large percentages of African-American and Latino as
well as poor students are enrolled in charter schools in this state. Still,
we currently do not have data to confirm whether or not these
Connecticut charter schools are any more or less racially diverse than
their local districts or nearby public schools.

In terms of the intersection between the relatively new charter
school legislation and existing school desegregation policies, the char-
ter school laws are particularly weak in the vast majority of states. A
total of twenty-five state laws do not specify that charter schools must
comply with school desegregation court orders or policies. And these
twenty-five states are a mixture serving both more low-income students
and students of color in the charter schools—for example, Connecticut,
Massachusetts, Minnesota, and Texas—and those states with equal or
more white students and/or fewer low-income students—for example,
Alaska, California, Georgia, Kansas, and New Mexico.

The relatively small number of states with legislation that is more
directive in this area are again a mixture of those states with charter
school populations that are more and less reflective of the general pub-
lic school populations, including Colorado, Louisiana, and Michigan.
Yet once again, while no clear pattern emerges in terms of charter
school racial balance and the specifics of the state legislation, it is also
clear that we currently lack the more systematically collected data need-
ed to examine these relationships.

Transportation

The final aspect of the legislation that potentially can have a strong
impact on who is able to enroll in charter schools is whether or not
transportation is provided for students. We found six states with legis-
lation that guaranteed all students transportation to their charter
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schools. The laws in these states—Colorado, Illinois, New Mexico,
New York, South Carolina, and Virginia—require charter schools to
provide a plan for meeting the transportation needs of their students.
Laws in another five states—Nevada, North Carolina, New Hampshire,
New Jersey, and Pennsylvania—require charter schools to adhere to
the same transportation policy as the district in which they are located
but do not specify who pays for it. Only two states—Arizona and
Minnesota—provide funds to help cover some of the cost of trans-
portation for some students.

Another eight states have laws that require the charter schools or
their local school districts to provide transportation to distinct groups of
students—for example, those students residing in the district where the
charter school is located or poor students who live a certain distance
from the charter school. Again, these eight states represent a mixture of
student enrollments, from Connecticut with its disproportionately high
percentage of poor students and students of color in charter schools to
Kansas with its disproportionately high percentage of white students and
equal percentage of low-income students enrolled in charter schools as
the regular public schools. Meanwhile, the laws in several states, which
also have a mix of enrollments in their charter schools—including those
of California, Georgia, and Michigan—require no transportation for
charter schools.

Summary of Legislative Limbo

While we would never argue that the specifics of state legislation do not
matter, when state charter school laws are so consistently weak in terms
of student access, equity, and racial balance the relationship between
the laws and students’ experiences are more tangential. In other words,
we see little correlation between the provisions of a charter school law
with regard to admissions criteria, racial balance, at-risk focus, school
desegregation compliance, or transportation provisions and the demo-
graphics of charter school enrollment.

Therefore, although Ascher and colleagues suggest that charter
school enrollment in states such as Georgia and Minnesota may well be
related to the weak equity provisions in the Georgia charter school law
and the stronger provisions in the Minnesota law,86 we see several
examples that work in the other direction. For instance, the Colorado
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law is relatively strong in terms of an at-risk focus and required compli-
ance with desegregation laws, but the charter schools underserve low-
income students and (to a lesser extent) students of color. Meanwhile,
Michigan is weak on the at-risk focus provisions but appears to enroll
large percentages of poor students and students of color in its charter
schools—students who, according to some definitions, are more likely to
be at risk of failing in school.

It seems that the context of this reform as it interacts with the his-
tory and politics of each state and school district often has more to do
with who is enrolled in charter schools and how the demographics of the
schools relate to those of regular public schools than does the language
in often vague and fairly deregulatory state legislation. At the same time,
some of the particularly strong equity provisions in certain state laws—
that is, the racial balance criteria in Connecticut and the at-risk focus
criteria in Texas and Rhode Island—could very well have a direct impact
on who enrolls and who is served by charter school reform.87

POLICY IMPLICATIONS AND CONCLUSIONS

The country is now at an important juncture, uncertain about what, if
anything, will replace old race-specific policies, such as school deseg-
regation, and address ongoing racial and social class inequality in our
educational system and larger society. In part, charter school laws reflect
this ambiguity. Charter schools could play an important role in setting
an agenda around these issues, but only if policymakers and charter
school movement leaders agree that such issues are worth addressing
and amend charter school laws accordingly. If they do not, charter
schools across the country will continue to reflect a wide range of local
reactions to racial inequality and the national confusion about race
and educational policy. Some, perhaps most, of these reactions will
exacerbate existing problems.

This will occur because the state laws do not, for the most part,
establish the support systems that many of the most disadvantaged stu-
dents would need—for example, free and accessible transportation or a
dissemination system to inform all parents about charter school options.
Instead, most of the state laws allow charter schools to have some sort
of admissions criteria, such as required parent involvement, which often
are more difficult for the poorest and most disenfranchised parents to
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fulfill. And virtually all charter schools have a very limited and narrow
method of recruitment that tends to tap into relatively better-off fam-
ilies, even in the low-income communities.

Meanwhile, the legislation generally does not encourage or pro-
vide support or incentives for charter school operators to serve a diverse
group of students. Therefore, the vast majority of charter schools are
created to serve students from a particular cultural or geographic com-
munity or those who share a similar educational philosophy or view of
parental involvement. Thus, through various subtle recruitment and
admissions mechanisms, charter schools are able to attract and admit
more homogeneous—along several different dimensions—student bodies.

Layered on top of this are the state and local contexts that have
shaped parents’ and students’ experiences in the regular public schools
and their demand for alternatives. We argue that charter schools grow
out of a strong sense of frustration with the regular public schools, wher-
ever that frustration may be lodged. In predominantly white and wealthy
states with smaller, more separate and unequal school districts—the pro-
file of many of the northern and eastern states—we believe that frus-
tration is housed primarily in the segregated and isolated urban school
districts. Thus, we are likely to see charter schools serving poor students
and students of color. In more racially and socioeconomically diverse
southern and western states that generally contain larger and more
diverse school districts, the frustration is likely to transcend a wider
range of communities as whites in large urban school districts also want
to participate in this reform. Obviously the racial/ethnic and social class
inequality in the larger society has framed these frustrations, and if char-
ter school legislation remains as laissez-faire as it has been, this will not
be the reform to overcome such inequalities. In fact, it may well be the
reform to exacerbate them.

For those charter school supporters who would like to see this
reform movement achieve the more progressive goals of greater
racial/ethnic and socioeconomic equality for all students, the first step
is to reevaluate some of the popular rating systems that are currently
applied to charter school laws. For instance, the conservative Center for
Education Reform conducts a state ranking of charter school legislation
in which the so-called strong laws are the more deregulatory laws that
foster the “development of numerous genuinely independent charter
schools.”88 The main criteria for these “strong” laws are that they place
no (or a very high) limit on the number of charter schools that can
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open, provide for multiple charter granting agencies, allow students
from all over the state to attend, and give schools a great deal of oper-
ational autonomy and whether laws allow for an “automatic” waiver
from state and district laws and regulations. So-called weak laws, there-
fore, are those that are more regulatory in terms of all these criteria.
The Center ranks all the state charter school laws according to these
criteria, thereby designating the “strong” versus the “weak” laws.

Not mentioned in these rankings are any legislative provisions
that advance equity or redistribute resources and opportunities to the
students who have been the least well served by the public schools.
Nor is there any value placed on provisions that would promote what
the majority of parents say they want in their public schools—racial
and ethnic diversity.

While the Center for Education Reform’s ranking system appears
to be popular with conservative backers of charter school reform, there
are other more liberal and leftist charter school constituents who might
be interested in supporting alternative ranking systems. One such sys-
tem would give states more credit for legislation that requires a certain
percentage of charter schools in a state to be racially/ethnically and
socioeconomically diverse and then provides financial and resources
incentives and supports to allow educators and parents to create such a
school. A strong equity-focused law would provide money and resources
to allow these diverse charter schools to have broader outreach and
recruitment of students from different communities and to provide
transportation for each student to and from school. It would restrict
the use of parent contracts and disallow the use of admissions criteria,
especially criteria based on perceived “ability” and prior achievement.
It also would assure that white and wealthy families were not able to use
charter school reform to escape racially and socioeconomically diverse
public schools and school districts by creating predominantly white
charter schools. Meanwhile, it would allow for the creation of some
charter schools to enroll mostly African-American, Latino, American-
Indian, or other students whose history and culture is often ignored in
the regular public schools.

Extra resources and support services would be provided to such
schools located in low-income communities to make up for the greater
difficulty they face in raising the private resources available in wealthier
communities. Still, these laws might want to restrict such extra resources
to only those low-income charter schools that are run by community-
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based educators and parents as opposed to large for-profit educational
management organizations (EMOs). Stronger and more specific leg-
islative language giving preference to charter schools serving the most
disadvantaged students is also needed.

While we believe that it is not fair to label charter school reform as
an elitist movement, we are also aware that it is not realistic to declare
charter schools, in their current manifestation, a viable solution to the
inequitable educational opportunities available to poor students and
students of color within the public schools. We fear that unless charter
school laws change to promote more equity, access, and diversity with-
in these more autonomous schools, this reform will become yet anoth-
er sorting machine that exacerbates the existing system of segregation
and isolation along racial/ethnic and social-class lines. 
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