Innovation in Charter Schools:
An Analysis of Teaching and Learning
Practices
Mark Berends
Roberto V. Peñaloza
University of Notre Dame
Marisa Cannata
Ellen Goldring
Vanderbilt University
In: M. Berends, R.J. Washington, and J. Schoenig (eds).
School Choice at the Crossroads (2019). NY: Routledge

Innovation in Charter Schools
• Accountability and autonomy
– New organizational structures
– Instructional innovations

• Most research on
–
–
–
–
–

Parent choice
Outcomes
Structural differences
Climate (no excuses)
Expectations

Within Schools: What is Happening
Is teaching and learning different?
Is the ‘core technology’ of charter schools
and classrooms different from traditional
public schools?

Methodology
• Northwest Evaluation Association (NWEA), provide
computer-based, vertically equated assessments in
mathematics, reading, and English/Language Arts.
• Matched sample of schools to administer teacher and
principal surveys (for technical details see Berends &
Donaldson, 2016; Cannata & Engel, 2012; Cannata &
Peñaloza, 2012; Cravens, Goldring, Peñaloza, 2012;
Goff, Mavrogordato, & Goldring, 2012).

Matching Schools
• Same state, geographic distance, grade range
served, racial-ethnic composition,
socioeconomic status, and size.
• Distance: the CPS and the matched TPS to
reflect the choice of schools that families and
students had in the same geographic area
– Restricted to within 20 miles
– 79% within 15 miles.

Difference Index
• The difference between the CPS and the TPS in terms of
racial/ethnic composition, socioeconomic status, and school size.
• Equal weight to racial/ethnic composition and socioeconomic status
differences and much lower weight to school size differences.
• An index value of zero indicated a perfect match. Then, we sorted
the school pairs by distance brackets and the index, and selected the
pair with the smallest index and the greatest tested grade overlap
within the closest distance bracket.

Teacher and Principal Survey Sample
• 59 traditional public schools and 59 charter schools
• Teachers and principals survey about their
/ instructional practices, structures, programs, and
curriculum.
• Response rates for teachers 80.0% for the charter
schools and 72.5% for the traditional public schools.
Missing data were imputed using a multiple
imputation procedure.

Approach
• We examine the distribution of innovation
measures individually across charter and
traditional public schools, and we disaggregate
the overall charter sector into independent
charter and affiliated charter schools (EMO or
CMOs). Findings account for teacher clustering
within schools.

Measures Of Innovative Practices
• Use of instructional time (extended day,
summer and weekends)
• Curriculum strategies (project based,
community-linked, direct instruction),
• Organization of classroom instruction for
students, the structuring of teacher teams
• Additional requirements for students and
families (community service, school uniforms,
homework contracts)

Results
• Many areas of difference in
approach between TPS and
CPS, but also between types
of CPS.

Table 3. Proportion of TPS & CPS Teachers Reporting
Classroom Innovations

(*) An asterisk indicates a statistically significant difference in means between charter types and traditional public schools (TPS) at 5% level. Results are shown for all charters and
charters broken down into independent and affiliated. The data are binary responses (1=Yes, 0=No) to questionnaire items reported by the schools’ teachers, so the means are
proportions of 1 responses. N shows the number of reporting teachers who are in 59 TPS and 59 charters (48 independent and 11 affiliated). Results combine five multiple imputations
per teacher when needed.
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Results
• Charter schools tend to add additional
requirements for students and parents (school
uniforms, parent volunteering in the school, or
having students participate in community
service). The magnitude of differences between
charter and traditional public schools for these
items ranged from 28 to 38 percentage points.

Conclusions
• Research examining specific innovative
practices of schools and classrooms provides a
promising avenue to understanding differences
among different school choice options.
q Measurement challenges, conceptual challenges

• Schools and classrooms do differ in their

educational innovative practices.
• Innovation for innovation sake is not the goal.

Conclusions
• Connections between what happens in schools,
understanding difference in school contexts,
types, and outcomes;
• But, choice is also about students and families
needs and interests that are simply different,
not necessarily innovative.
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Table 1: Means and Standard Deviations for Charter Schools by Analytic Sample vs.
CCD Subset of Schools in Sampled States

Table 2: Means and Standard Deviations for Traditional Public Schools by Analytic
Sample vs. CCD Subset of Schools in Sampled States

