)
o} oo

INSTITUTE

Digging Into the Data on
Colorado Charter Schools

An In-Depth Look at Graduation
Rates for Students of Color

Author: Dr. Brenda Bautsch Dickhoner

July 2020




ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Dr. Brenda Bautsch Dickhoner is the Common Sense Institute’s Education
Fellow. Brenda has spent the last decade working in education policy at the national
and state level. Most recently, at the Colorado Department of Education, she
developed and implemented policies to ensure all students have access to a high-
quality education. Highlights of Brenda’s work include helping Colorado’s
Commissioner and the State Board of Education determine actions to take to
improve the state’s lowest-performing schools and districts. She supported the
Education Leadership Council in crafting a nonpartisan, statewide vision and
strategic plan for Colorado. Brenda also successfully drove the adoption of state
legislation to bolster supports and accountability for schools.

Prior to CDE, Brenda served as an expert for the Colorado Department of Higher
Education on research and policy related to college access and success. She began
her career at the National Conference of State Legislatures where she advised state
legislators in humerous states on education policy.

Brenda earned a Ph.D. in Public Policy at the University of Colorado Denver School
of Public Affairs and studied political science as an undergraduate at Duke
University.

ABOUT COMMON SENSE INSTITUTE

Common Sense Institute is a non-partisan research organization dedicated to the
protection and promotion of Colorado’s economy. CSI is at the forefront of
important discussions concerning the future of free enterprise in Colorado and aims
to have an impact on the issues that matter most to Coloradans.

CSI’'s mission is to examine the fiscal impacts of policies, initiatives, and proposed
laws so that Coloradans are educated and informed on issues impacting their lives.
CSI employs rigorous research techniques and dynamic modeling to evaluate the
potential impact of these measures on the Colorado economy and individual
opportunity.

Common Sense Institute was founded in 2010 originally as Common Sense Policy
Roundtable. CSI’s founders were a concerned group of business and community
leaders who observed that divisive partisanship was overwhelming policymaking
and believed that sound economic analysis could help Coloradans make fact-based
and common sense decisions.

July 2020




Table of Contents

ABOUT THE AUTHOR
ABOUT COMMON SENSE INSTITUTE
INTRODUCTION

CHARTER SCHOOLS IN COLORADO
Geographic Distribution of Charter Schools in Colorado
Charter School Enrollment Trends

Characteristics of Students at Charter Schools

LITERATURE REVIEW
Overview of Research on Student Outcomes at Charter Schools

Overview of Research on the Effect of Charter Schools on District-Run Schools

GRADUATION RATES AT COLORADO CHARTER SCHOOLS
Statewide Graduation Rate Trends
Regional Graduation Rate Trends

Graduation Rate Trends for Students of Color

POSTSECONDARY ACCESS AND READINESS

Spotlight: DSST Public Schools
CONCLUSION
DATA NOTES

REFERENCES

July 2020

10

12

14

15

16

18

20

23

24

25

25



Introduction

The course of one’s life can be dramatically altered for the better by receiving a
high-quality education. Reducing academic achievement gaps between students of
color and white students results in numerous individual and societal gains.
Individual benefits of a high-quality education include higher wages, longer life
spans, reduced reliance on social welfare programs, and increased civic
participation. Societal benefits include greater economic productivity, reduced
income inequality, and a more engaged citizenry. It is a moral and economic
imperative that every student has access to a high-quality education that will

enable them to thrive as an adult. In fulfilling this
imperative, we must support and replicate those
educational models that are getting better outcomes
for students, and in particular, for students of color.

Our education system has an array of different school
types including district-run public schools, charter
schools, and private schools. Most students attend
district-run public schools, which are becoming
increasingly varied in instructional approaches and
models. In fact, many parents are using the state’s
open enrollment system to “choice” into district-run
schools that are not their assigned neighborhood
school. In addition, a growing number of families are
choosing charter schools. Despite the high nhumbers
of parents participating in school choice of some
form, there continues to be a great deal of inaccurate
and misleading information and charter schools are
taking the brunt of the negative criticism.

Charter schools are tuition-free, public schools that
have autonomy to implement new and innovative
educational models in exchange for clear
accountability for student achievement.! Charter
schools are located throughout Colorado and vary in
size and type of educational model. A charter school
can look like a large STEM-focused high school in
Denver with over 90 percent students of color, or it
can look like a small rural school in North Routt
focused on expeditionary learning and outdoor

Terminology

CHARTER SCHOOLS:
Tuition-free, public
schools that have the
flexibility to be more
innovative and are held
accountable for student
achievement.

DISTRICT-RUN /
NON-CHARTER
SCHOOLS:

These terms are used
interchangeably to
describe traditional
public schools that are
not charter schools.

PRIVATE SCHOOLS:
A school that does not
receive public funding.
Private schools are not
included in the analysis
of this report.

! Definition from the Colorado League of Charter Schools: coloradoleague.org/page/charterschoolfacts
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education. Charter schools provide options for parents who are looking for schools
best able to meet their child’s individual needs.

This report seeks to add accurate data and research to the conversation on charter
schools and school choice. The first section of the report provides an overview of
the charter landscape in Colorado, followed by a review of the research on charter
schools. The second section takes a detailed look at graduation rates at Colorado’s
charter and non-charter high schools. While graduation rates are just one metric of
performance, it is a meaningful indicator. Students need a high school diploma to
successfully launch the rest of their lives and be productive members of the
workforce and society. Importantly, this report considers the effects on students of
color when possible. While achievement gaps persist overall, charter schools appear
to be closing gaps in some areas across the country and in Colorado.

Charter Schools in Colorado

Charter schools are public schools that operate under a charter, or contract,
between the school and its authorizer. In Colorado, an authorizer can be either a
local school district or the Charter School Institute, which is a statutorily created
statewide charter school authorizer. Charter schools began operating in Colorado
after the legislature enacted the Charter Schools Act in 1993. The legislative intent
was to “create a legitimate avenue for parents, teachers, and community members
to implement new and innovative methods of educating children that are proven to
be effective and to take responsible risks and create new and innovative, research-
based ways of educating all children within the public education system” (CRS 22-
30.5-102). Thus, instead of the local school district operating and managing the
school, a charter school is run by a group of families, educators or members of the
community. Unlike most district-run schools, which have enrollment boundaries and
automatically assign children to schools based on their address, parents must
proactively choose to attend a charter school.

Since charter schools are public schools, they are tuition free and open to all
students who wish to apply. Funding comes through the state’s education finance
formula on a per pupil basis, as it does for district-run schools. When a charter is
established, it is generally done so with certain waivers from state regulations that
give the charter school more flexibility than non-charter schools in areas such as
hiring and talent management, school budget, curriculum, educational program,
and general school operations. In exchange for flexibility, the charter school is
expected to meet the performance benchmarks that have been specified in its
charter. The authorizer and the charter school governing board are expected to
hold the school accountable and take actions to correct course if performance
expectations are not being met.
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Geographic Distribution of Charter Schools in Colorado

Charter schools operate in all regions of Colorado serving students in grades PreK
through 12. Local school districts authorize 85 percent of the state’s charter schools
while the Charter School Institute (CSI) authorizes 15 percent of charter schools
located throughout the state. As depicted in Figure 1, the Metro Denver region is
home to about half of the state’s charter schools. This pattern is true in other states
as well. In general, charter schools across the country are more likely to be located
in urban areas.? Relative to other states, though, Colorado has a sizable number of
rural charter schools. There is also a significant concentration of charter schools in
the urban-suburban settings of the Pikes Peak region and the North Central region,
which are home to 18 percent and 11 percent of charter schools in the state,
respectively.

Figure 1: Number of Charter Schools by Region, 2018-19
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Southwest (7)
Northeast (9)
West Central (10)
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North Central (27)

Metro (146)
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Source: Colorado Department of Education

2 Epple, Romano & Zimmer, 2015.
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Charter School Enrolilment Trends

Since 1993, when the state Charter Schools Act was passed, the number of
charters schools operating in Colorado has grown each year. As displayed in Figure
2, the number of charter schools has increased by around 40 to 60 schools every
five years. This number accounts for school closures and the opening of new
schools.

Figure 1: Number of Public Charter Schools Operating in Colorado Over Time
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Source: Colorado Department of Education

During the 2018-19 school year, charter schools served over 124,500 students in
grades PreK through 12 in 255 schools. Over 13 percent of students statewide are
attending charter schools. According to the Colorado Department of Education
(CDE), “if all charter schools were organized within a single district, it would be the
largest school district in the state” (CDE, 2020, 6). For reference, the largest school
district in the state in 2018-19 was Denver Public Schools, which enrolled 91,998
students in its schools (including its charter schools). Within Denver Public Schools,
over 20,600 students, or 22.4 percent of students, attend charter schools. That
constitutes the largest number of students attending charter schools within a
traditional school district.?

As shown in Figure 3, enrollment in charter schools has increased year over year
from 2010-11 to 2018-19. Growth in charter school enrollment has outpaced non-

3 For more detail on enrollment statistics for CSI and for school districts that authorized more than three charter
schools in 2018-19, see Tables 2 and 3 (pp. 9-10) in CDE’s “2019 State of Charter Schools Triennial Report”,
accessible at: http://cde.state.co.us/cdechart/2019charterschooltriennialreport
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charter school enrollment in real numbers for seven of the nine school years in that
time period. For the last three years, enrollment in district-run schools has
decreased while charter school enrollment has continued to increase, although at a
slower rate.

Figure 3: Charter School Enrollment Over Time
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Source: Colorado Department of Education

Characteristics of Students at Charter Schools

During the 2018-19 school year, charter schools served a higher percentage of
students of color and English language learners than non-charter schools statewide
(see Figure 4). Charter schools served a lower percentage of students with
disabilities and students eligible for free or reduced-price lunch than non-charter
schools.

Free and reduced-price lunch eligibility is used as a proxy for income level, but it is
an imprecise measure due to the reliance on self-reporting and the fact that most

Colorado charter schools do not have a full preparatory kitchen in which to prepare
hot meals that qualify for reimbursement under the National School Lunch Program.

According to the Colorado Department of Education, the way Colorado’s charter law
is structured, charter schools and their authorizer (the local school district or the
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Charter School Institute) have shared responsibility for providing special education
services.* Under a shared arrangement there are sometimes limitations on what
type of services and programs charter schools can provide. For example, if a district
houses a center-based program for autistic students at a non-charter school, that
could lower the likelihood that autistic students would enroll at the district’s charter
schools. Charter schools have also historically operated at a lower funding level
than their district-run counterparts. The Colorado Department of Education notes
that they are actively researching the issue to understand the factors at play and
how to help charter schools expand access for students with special needs.>

Figure 4: Enrollment in Charter and Non-Charter Schools by Student
Characteristics, 2018-19

B charter ] Non-Charter

48.3%

46.5%

30.0%

20.0%

10.0%

Students of Color Students with English Language Free and Reduced Price
Disabilities Learners Lunch Eligible

Source: Colorado Department of Education
Literature Review

Two prominent questions arise when discussing charter schools. First, how do
students at charter schools perform compared to similar students at non-charter
schools? Second, how do charter schools affect district-run schools? That is, do they
harm district-run schools? Or alternatively, do they improve the performance of
district-run schools through competitive pressure? This section considers the
existing research on these questions and summarizes the high-level findings.

4 CDE, 2020.
5 CDE, 2020, 21.
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Overview of Research on Student Outcomes at Charter Schools

Researchers have used a variety of methods and data sets to analyze the
performance of students at charter schools across the country compared to their
peers at district-run schools. Overall, findings are mixed but generally indicate that
charter schools see greater success in terms of student academic outcomes in many
urban areas, whereas their impact is less noticeable in suburban and rural areas or
when considering online schools.

Research on charter schools is complicated by the fact that families select into
charter schools. There is concern among critics of charter schools that students who
choose to attend charter schools are more highly motivated and have better
academic performance at the outset. However, it could also be the case that a
student has struggled in district schools and is looking to improve academic
outcomes by attending a charter school. Thus, without proper statistical controls,
the observed difference in performance between students in charter and non-
charter schools could be tied to the characteristics of students rather than the
instruction being better or worse at charter schools.

To address this problem of selection bias, many researchers have analyzed charter
schools that use lottery systems to enroll students. These types of studies are
viewed as the most statistically rigorous because of the natural experiment created
by a lottery. Nearly all of the lottery-based studies have found that charter schools
have positive effects on academic outcomes, with some studies finding large
positive effects.® Lottery-based studies, by definition, only include those charter
schools that are oversubscribed, and the high demand from families to attend such
schools could be because they are better performing schools. Thus, some argue
that the results from lottery-based studies are confirming that better schools get
better student outcomes, and that those findings do not necessarily tell us anything
about charter schools that are not oversubscribed.”

Research studies of charter schools that look at a broader set of schools, not just
those that are oversubscribed, have had mixed findings, and any positive impacts
have been smaller than those found in lottery-based studies.® The more
consistently positive findings have been linked to charter schools in urban settings.

A 2015 study, for example, by Stanford University’s Center for Research on
Education Outcomes (CREDO) compared the performance of students at charter
schools and district-run schools within 41 urban regions across the country.® Table

6 Hoxby, Kang, & Murarka, 2009; Abdulkadiroglu, et al., 2011; Curto and Fryer, 2011; Dobbie and Fryer, 2011;
Tuttle, et al., 2013.

7 Zimmer & Engberg, 2016.

8 Zimmerman, Buddin, Smith & Duffy, 2019.

° CREDO, 2015.
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1 depicts the regional findings. In over half of the 41 urban communities charter
schools were getting stronger results than district-run schools in math and reading.

Table 1: Findings from the Center for Research on Education Outcomes (CREDO)’s
Urban Charter Schools Report, 2015

MATH READING
Charter Schools outperformed
District-run Schools 26 urban charter sectors 23 urban charter sectors
CEGLp e e DIEIE A 4 urban charter sectors 8 urban charter sectors
Schools performed the same
District-run Schools outperformed
Charter Schools 11 urban charter sectors 10 urban charter sectors

Source: CREDO, 2015, http://urbancharters.stanford.edu/news.php

In the same report, the researchers found significantly higher learning gains in
reading and math at urban charter schools across all student subgroups, with
minority and low-income students seeing the largest academic gains. The study
found that the academic growth experienced by low-income Black students in
charter schools equaled 59 days of additional learning in math and 44 days of
additional learning in reading as compared to their peers in non-charter schools.
Hispanic students in poverty also had large gains equivalent to 48 days of additional
math learning and 25 days of additional learning in reading as compared to their
peers in district-run schools.!® These results are more positive than studies CREDO
has conducted of charter schools nationally, where the lower performance of online
and rural charter schools negates the positive performance of urban charter
schools.

Other studies of urban areas have also found strong positive effects. A study of
charter schools in Boston found that charter schools close the achievement gap
entirely between white and Black students in reading and math at the high school
level.l! Other researchers found that Harlem charter schools in New York City have
closed the Black-white achievement gap at the elementary level in reading and
math and at the middle school level for math.!2

Considering Denver specifically, a 2019 CREDO study compared learning gains in
reading and math of Denver charter school students with that of similar students

10 CREDO, 2015.
11 Abdulkadiroglu, et al., 2011.
12 Dobbie and Fryer, 2011.
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attending district-run schools, controlling for student characteristics. The study
covered the 2014-15, 2015-16, and 2016-17 school years. The results indicate that
charter school students in Denver outperformed their peers in district-run schools
when considering reading growth in 2014-15 and 2015-16 and math growth in
2014-15. CREDO also found that Black students attending charter schools saw
stronger growth in reading than their peers in district-run schools.3

In its triennial report on charter schools, the Colorado Department of Education
(CDE) provides a descriptive analysis of charter school performance in the state.
While the analysis does not employ robust statistical methods as the studies cited
above do, the data describes overall trends for the state. CDE notes that over the
past three years, performance on statewide English and mathematics assessments
for grades 3-8 and on the PSAT/SAT for grades 9-11 has been higher at charter
schools that at non-charter schools—both for students overall and for disaggregated
groups of students (i.e. students of color, low-income students, English Language
Learners, and students with disabilities). CDE also notes that charter schools, on
most metrics, have smaller achievement gaps between subgroups of students (for
example, between students of color and white students).*

Overview of Research on the Effect of Charter Schools on District-
Run Schools

Education policy is frequently discussed in terms of a zero-sum game. Critics of
charter schools claim that if a family chooses to leave their district-run school and
enroll in a charter school, the district-run school is harmed because funding follows
the student to the charter school. Further, critics argue that because charter
schools “cherry pick” the best students, this results in compounded harm by leaving
district-run schools to serve lower-performing students with less funding.

Regarding claims that charter schools cream the best students from district-run
schools, multiple research studies have found no evidence to support that claim
when analyzing test score data. Similarly, researchers have found little evidence to
support claims that charter schools push out low-performing students.®”

In addition, Colorado has an open enrollment system that allows families to
“choice” into district-run schools beyond their assigned neighborhood school. In
fact, over 145,000 students choice into district-run schools through open
enrollment—more than the number of students enrolled in charter schools.!® Thus,
when the debate over school choice focuses solely on charter schools, it misleads
the public and hides the current reality that many parents participate in Colorado’s

13 CREDO, 2019.

14 CDE, 2020.

15 Zimmerman, Buddin, Smith & Duffy, 2019.
16 Hulse & Ragland, 2018.
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robust open enrollment system to find a school best suited for their child’s unique
needs. That school may be a charter school, or it could also be one of the many
different types of district-run schools (innovation, magnet, STEM, arts, etc).

Many researchers, however, have analyzed test data to determine if charter schools
impact the outcomes of students at nearby district schools. Researchers have done
this to investigate both the notion that charter schools harm district-run schools
and the opposite theory from proponents of charter schools that competition will
improve performance at district-run schools. A dozen research studies have used
various methodologies to try to assess any such indirect effects. Most of the studies
have found no significant impact of charter schools on the performance of district-
run schools, and some have found positive effects.!” To date, only one study of one
school district has found negative effects of charter schools on district-run
schools.!® A researcher that thoroughly surveyed the literature on this topic
concluded: “It appears that charter schools need not represent a zero-sum game.
Instead, most of the research implies that charter schools do no harm to students
in district schools and may even promote improved outcomes for all students” (Gill,
2016).

Adding to the evidence that the education ecosystem is not a zero-sum game, a
recent study by the Fordham Institute considered the effects of higher levels of
“charter market share” within subgroups of students.® The author looks at, for
example, whether having more Hispanic students enrolled in charter schools within
a geographic region has any effects on the overall achievement levels of all
Hispanic students, including those attending district-run schools.

The findings indicate that in large urban districts, high levels of charter school
enrollment of Black and Hispanic students result in higher levels of academic
performance on average for all Black and Hispanic students (including those in non-
charter schools).?° If the education market constitutes a zero-sum game, the better
outcomes seen in charter schools in urban areas would theoretically be negated by
the lower outcomes seen at district-run schools. The Fordham study thus concludes
that their findings of overall increases in achievement in districts with a higher
concentration of charter schools “implies that the additional learning that's
happening in charter schools is not coming at the expense of less learning in district
schools. It's additive. And that implies that kids in charters really are learning
more—not because of who the kids are, but because of what the schools are doing.”
(Griffith, 2019, 5).

17 Bettinger, 2005; Bifulco & Ladd, 2006; Booker et al., 2006; Cremata & Raymond, 2014; Cordes, 2018; Hoxby,
2003; Jinnai, 2003; Nisar, 2012; Sass, 2006; Winters, 2012; Zimmer & Buddin 2009; Zimmer et al., 2009.

18 Imberman, 2011.

19 Griffith, 2019.

20 |pid.
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Lastly, the research base on the financial impacts of charter schools on district-run
schools is not as large, but it is the case that charter school students draw funding
away from district-run schools when they transfer over. The impacts of charter
school enrollment will vary based on the local context and the levels of charter
enrollment. If a charter school draws a few students from several district-run
schools, it is likely that those district-run schools can absorb the slight drop in their
enrollment without making significant adjustments. If charter schools enroll a
greater share of students from district-run schools, districts may have to make
more difficult adjustments such as laying off teachers or consolidating schools with
low enrollments.?! Researchers have found little evidence that the pressure of
potentially losing students has changed the behavior of school districts to focus
more intently on improving student achievement.??

Graduation Rates at Colorado Charter Schools

This section of the report provides an analysis of graduation rates at charter high
schools as compared to non-charter, public high schools. This is just one metric of
school performance. Additional information on the performance of students at
charter schools can be found in CDE’s report entitled 2019 State of Charter
Schools Triennial Report”.?3

Graduation rates are an important component when measuring the performance of
schools, because without a high school diploma the odds of young adults securing
employment that provides life-sustaining wages is low. As seen in the recent
COVID-19-induced economic devastation, individuals with less than a high school
diploma are experiencing astounding levels of unemployment (see Figure 5).

Figure 5: Unemployment Rates by Educational Attainment
Il May 2020 May 2019

18.5%

Less than a high school diploma
4.4%

13.3%

Some college, no degree
2.6%

12.5%
2.5%

Associate degree

7.2%
2.0%

Bachelor's degree

Source: U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, Unemployment Rate by Educational Attainment and Age, Monthly, Not
Seasonally Adjusted, 25 Yrs. & Over. Retrieved from FRED, Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis;
https://fred.stlouisfed.org/release/tables?rid=508&eid=48713.

21 Zimmerman, Buddin, Smith & Duffy, 2019.
22 Zimmer et al., 2003; Zimmer and Buddin, 2009; Arsen and Ni, 2012.
B The report can be accessed at: cde.state.co.us/cdechart/2019charterschooltriennialreport
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Statewide Graduation Rate Trends

The Colorado educational ecosystem includes an array of different high school
models. For the purposes of this analysis, we will largely focus on the graduation
rates of “traditional brick and mortar” high schools, which comprise over 75 percent
of high schools in Colorado. These high schools vary immensely in terms of school
size, location setting (urban, rural, suburban) and model (e.g. STEM focused,
performing arts focused, comprehensive high school). The commonality is that
students attend these traditional brick and mortar high schools in person (during
normal times), and these high schools do not have a specialized focus on
alternative education and are not designated as Early Colleges.

Figure 6: Charter and Non-Charter Graduation Rates by School Type, 2019

[l charter [l Non-Charter

Traditional Brick and Mortar

ERWA
88.9%

4 Year Graduation Rate

96.3%
92.0%

6 Year Graduation Rate

Alternative Education Campus (AEC)

22.2%
42.5%

4 Year Graduation Rate

40.9%
58.2%

6 Year Graduation Rate

Early College
53.4%

4 Year Graduation Rate
68.6%

6 Year Graduation Rate

Online
29.0%
56.8%

4 Year Graduation Rate

49.1%
58.6%

6 Year Graduation Rate

Note: Data obtained from the Colorado Department of Education.
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When considering traditional brick and mortar high schools, charter schools have
higher graduation rates than non-charter schools (see Figure 6). The four-year
graduation rate for brick and mortar charter schools was 93.2 percent in 2019
compared with 88.9 percent at brick and mortar non-charter high schools. The six-
year graduation rates increase slightly from the four-year rates, with the rate for
charter schools remaining 4 percentage points higher than non-charter schools.

When considering other school types, graduation rates vary. Non-charter
alternative education campus (AEC) schools and online schools have better four-
and six-year graduation rates than their counterparts in the charter sector.
Alternate Education Campuses (AECs) are schools that have been designated by the
Department of Education as serving high-risk student populations. Given the
population they serve, AEC graduation rates are typically low, and as Figure 6
displays, the rates are even lower at AEC charters as compared to AEC non-
charters. The four-year graduation rate for AEC charter schools is only 22.2 percent
compared with 42.5 percent at non-charter AECs. Graduation rates are similarly low
for online schools.

Early Colleges are high schools that receive special approval from the State Board
of Education to provide a curriculum for students to complete both a high school
diploma and an associate degree. A recent law change requires that the curriculum
at an Early College must be designed to be completed within four years. As the data
indicates, however, many Early College students are still taking more than four
years to graduate. Non-charter Early Colleges have a higher graduation rate at the
four-year mark, while Early College charter schools have a better six-year
graduation rate.

Given that the unique circumstances of AECs, online schools and Early Colleges
directly impact the graduation rates of those schools, the remainder of the analysis
in this report is focused on traditional brick and mortar high schools, which serve
over three quarters of the state’s public high school students.

Regional Graduation Rate Trends

Brick and mortar charter high schools can be found in five of the eight regions of
the state. Figure 7 displays 2019 graduation rates by region for charter and non-
charter schools. Charter schools have higher graduation rates than non-charter
schools in the Metro, North Central and Pikes Peak regions and lower graduation
rates in the West Central region. District-run schools and charter schools perform
comparably in the Southwest region.
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Figure 7: Charter and Non-Charter School Graduation Rates by Region, 2019

B Charter, 4-Year Graduation Rate [l Non-Charter, 4-Year Graduation Rate
[l Charter, 6-Year Graduation Rate [ Non-Charter, 6-Year Graduation Rate

60%
40%

20%

Metro North Northeast Northwest Pikes Southeast Southwest West State
Central Peak Central  Average

Table 2: Detailed Table of Charter and Non-Charter School Graduation Rates by
Region, 2019

Number of 4-Year Number of 4-Year Non- 6-Year Non-

Public Charter 6-Year Charter Public Non- Charter Charter

Charter High Graduation Graduation Charter High Graduation Graduation

Schools Rate Rate Schools Rate Rate

Metro 29 92.3% 96.5% 91 89.9% 92.8%

North 8 96.4% 97.9% 36 87.3% 89.0%
Central

Northeast 0 n/a n/a 33 89.3% 92.0%

Northwest 0 n/a n/a 26 89.4% 91.5%

Pikes Peak 7 95.9% 97.2% 45 87.7% 91.7%

Southeast 0 n/a n/a 27 86.6% 93.9%

Southwest 2 89.0% 90.0% 24 88.9% 91.9%

Ll 4 82.6% 86.3% 23 87.7% 92.7%
Central

STATEWIDE
TOTALS 50 93.2% 96.3% 305 88.9% 92.0%

Note: Data obtained from the Colorado Department of Education. The data in Figure 7 and Table 1
include graduation rates for traditional Brick and Mortar high schools only (excluding AECs, online
schools and Early Colleges).
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The 29 charter schools that are authorized by school districts in the Metro region
have graduation rates that are two to three percentage points higher than those of
the 91 non-charter schools in the region (see Table 2). Notably, the gap is wider in
the North Central and Pikes Peak regions, which are collectively home to 15 charter
schools. Charter schools in the North Central region have four- and six-year
graduation rates that are nine percentage points higher than those of non-charter
schools. In the Pikes Peak region, charter school graduation rates are five to eight
percentage points higher than graduation rates at non-charter schools.

Graduation Rate Trends for Students of Color

When considering traditional brick and mortar high schools, charter schools have
higher graduation rates for students of all races and ethnicities than non-charter
public schools (see Figure 8).

Both the four-year and six-year graduation rates for Black and African American
students are 5.7 percentage points higher than the respective graduation rates for
their peers at district-run schools. It is also notable that, in 2019, the six-year
graduation rate for Black and African American students at charter schools was two
percentage points higher than the six-year graduation rate for white students at
traditional public schools (95.3 percent compared to 93.3 percent, respectively) and
less than 1 percentage point below the six-year graduation rate of white students at
charter schools (96.1 percent). Hispanic students at charter schools also have
higher graduation rates than their peers at non-charter schools. In fact, the six-
year graduation rate for Hispanic charter school students (96.8 percent) is the
highest rate among all of the subgroups displayed in Figure 8. Overall, considering
the six-year graduation rate, traditional brick and mortar charter schools have
essentially closed the achievement gap between their white students and their
students of color.
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Figure 8: Charter and Non-Charter School Graduation Rates by Race/Ethnicity,
2019

[ charter [l Non-Charter

Black or African American Students

90.1%
84.4%

4 Year Graduation Rate

95.3%
89.6%

6 Year Graduation Rate

Hispanic or Latino Students

, 89.1%
4 Year Graduation Rate
84.5%
, 96.8%
6 Year Graduation Rate
89.3%

White Students

4 Year Graduation Rate

6 Year Graduation Rate

Other Race/Ethnicity

95.4%
89.3%

4 Year Graduation Rate

96.6%
93.1%

6 Year Graduation Rate

Note: Data obtained from the Colorado Department of Education. The data in this figure include
graduation rates for traditional Brick and Mortar high schools only (excluding AECs, online schools and
Early Colleges). Other Race/Ethnicity includes students who identify as American Indian or Alaska
Native, Asian, Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander, or as Two or More Races.
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In the aggregate data displayed in Figure 8, some schools have very few students
of color while other schools have high proportions of non-white students. Another
way to look at the data is to consider comparing charter schools that serve high
proportions of students of color with non-charter schools that have similarly diverse
populations. Figure 9 highlights the graduation rates for students of color at charter
and non-charter schools where at least 70 percent of students identify as non-
white. These schools are all located in the Metro and Pikes Peak regions or are
authorized by CSI. When looking at all high schools in those regions or those
authorized by CSI, the average percentage of students of color is approximately
45%. Thus, the schools analyzed here have an above average share of students of
color.

Figure 9: Graduation Rates for Students of Color at Charter and Non-Charter
Schools with over 70% Students of Color

[ charter [l Non-Charter

87.8%
4 Year Graduation Rate
80.2%

97.0%
87.5%

6 Year Graduation Rate

Note: Data obtained from the Colorado Department of Education. The data in this figure include
graduation rates for traditional Brick and Mortar high schools only (excluding AECs, online schools and
Early Colleges). These schools are all located in the Metro and Pikes Peak regions and CSI. Students
of color include any student who identifies as American Indian or Alaska Native, Asian, Black or African
American, Hispanic or Latino, Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander, or as Two or More Races.

Within this cluster of schools, students of color at charter schools have an 87.8
percent four-year graduation rate compared to 80.2 percent for their peers at
district-run schools. Six-year graduation rates for students of color are also higher
at charter schools that serve a high proportion of non-white students than non-
charter schools with a similar population.

Postsecondary Access and Readiness

Graduation from high school is critically important, but now more than ever it is
also important for students to earn a postsecondary credential of value, whether a
technical certificate, an associate degree, a bachelor’s degree or higher. Before the
COVID-19 pandemic, about 75 percent of Colorado’s jobs required education or
training beyond high school. Nearly all (97 percent) of the “top jobs” in Colorado,
which pay well and have high numbers of openings, require postsecondary
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education.?* Further, a recent analysis found that on average, Colorado workers
with an associate degree earn 11 percent more than those with only a high school
diploma, while earning a bachelor’s degree nets a 71 percent premium.?>

It is not enough to merely enroll in college—students need to complete a
postsecondary credential to be most prepared for the job market. Students who
enter a postsecondary institution unprepared for college-level work are placed into
“developmental” or “remedial” education courses and are far less likely to complete
a credential or degree.?®

Figure 10 displays matriculation rates and developmental education rates for
charter and non-charter school students. Students at brick and mortar charter
schools attend a postsecondary institution, immediately following high school
graduation, at higher rates than their peers at non-charter schools. These data
capture students attending a postsecondary career and technical education (CTE)
program or a two or four-year higher education institution. Seventy three percent
of graduates from charter schools matriculate to a postsecondary institution
compared to 63 percent of graduates from district-run high schools.?” Of the high
school graduates who attend a postsecondary institution in Colorado, approximately
30 percent of charter school graduates need developmental education compared to
34 percent of non-charter school graduates.?®

This study did not have access to disaggregated data at the school level for these
data points, but statewide data shows that students of color are less likely to enroll
in college, and if they do enroll, they are more likely to need developmental
education. In 2018, 46 percent of Hispanic public high school graduates and 54
percent of Black or African American graduates enrolled in college compared to 78
percent of white graduates.?® In 2017, 53 percent of Hispanic students and 59
percent of Black or African American students needed developmental education
compared to 26 percent of white students.3° These are statewide averages that do
not reflect whether students attended a district-run school or a charter school. For a
case study that considers charter and non-charter performance, see the Spotlight
section on DSST Public Schools, which is a prominent charter network in Denver
serving high proportions of Hispanic and Black students. While DSST graduation
rates mirror those of traditional schools within Denver Public Schools, the
matriculation and developmental education rates are significantly better.

24 CDHE, 2019.

25 Winters, 2020.

26 CDHE, 2019.

27 CDE, 2020.

28 Analysis of data procured from the Colorado Department of Higher Education. highered.colorado.gov
2% CDHE, 2019, 4.

30 CDHE, 2019, 11. Data is for the 2017 high school graduating class.
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Figure 10: Charter and Non-Charter School Postsecondary Matriculation and
Readiness

B charter ]l Non-Charter

100.0%

80.0% 73.3%

60.0%

40.0% 33.8%

29.8%

20.0%

Matriculation Rate Developmental Education Rate

Note: Matriculation rates data are from the Colorado Department of Education for the high school
graduating class of 2018. Developmental education rates data are from the Colorado Department of
Higher Education for the graduating class of 2017.
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Spotlight: DSST Public Schools

DSST Public Schools is a charter management organization that operates STEM
(science, technology, engineering and math) charter schools within Denver Public
Schools and Aurora Public Schools. DSST Public Schools serve a diverse population
of nearly 6,000 students across nine middle schools and six high schools.

The data below are for the following three DSST DSST Public Schools:
high schools that had both graduation and Mission Statement
matriculation rate data available: DSST: Cole .

High School, DSST: Montview High School, and DSST Public S_‘ChOOIS tr_ansform
DSST: Green Valley Ranch High School. These urban public education by

eliminating educational inequity
and preparing all students for
success in college and the 21st
century.

three schools are located within Denver Public
Schools (DPS). The figure below includes data on
DPS’s traditional, brick and mortar high schools
that had both graduation and matriculation rate
data available as a comparison.

Demographic Data

2018-19 School Year: Percent Students of Color

e DSST Public Schools Average: 85% Students of Color
e DPS Non-Charter School Average: 75% Students of Color

4-Year Graduation Rates
Class of 2019

DSST Public Schools Average: 86% Graduate within 4 years
DPS Non-Charter School Average: 87% Graduate within 4 years

Matriculation Rates

Class of 2018; Enroll in College Summer/Fall 2018

e DSST Public Schools Average: 83% Matriculate to College
e DPS Non-Charter School Average: 64% Matriculate to College

Developmental
Education Rates Class of 2017; Enroll in College Summer/Fall 2017

e DSST Public Schools Average: 19% Need Developmental Education
e DPS Non-Charter School Average: 44% Need Developmental Education
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Conclusion

Researchers across the country have found that charter schools can be particularly
effective at raising student achievement for students of color. In some urban areas,
including Boston and New York City, charter schools have closed the Black-white
achievement gap. In Colorado, when looking at six-year graduation rates, charter
schools have closed the gap between white students and Hispanic students.
Additionally, Black students at charter schools have higher six-year graduation
rates than white students at non-charter schools. It is clear from national research
and from Colorado-specific data that charter schools are a valuable component of
our education system.

This does not mean that charter schools are the silver bullet for our public
education system’s woes. There are good and bad charter schools just as there are
good and bad district-run schools. Charter schools, however, remain a critical part
of Colorado’s educational ecosystem by providing families with options for learning
environments that can better meet their children’s needs and by proving capable of
improving outcomes for traditionally underserved students.

As our society faces insurmountable challenges in the COVID-19 era, now is the
time for schools to share strategies and innovations rather than pitting one school
type against another. Families, educators, policymakers and community members
must work together to ensure that all students have access to a learning
environment that is personalized, engaging, relevant and that prepares them to
graduate high school ready for a fulfilling career and life.
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Data Notes

The data used in this report are from the Colorado Department of Education, with
the exception of the remedial education rates in Figure 10, which are from the
Colorado Department of Higher Education. Since the bulk of the analysis focuses on
the graduating class of 2019, the data used in this report include public high
schools that have been open since at least 2015-16 and are currently in operation.
All high schools in the analysis thus have had the opportunity to educate at least
one cohort of students for four years. In this analysis, charter and non-charter
schools refer to public high schools only; this dataset does not include private
schools. This presentation of observational, descriptive data does not purport to
make conclusions about causality.
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