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Foreword 
by David Griffith and Amber M. Northern 

Like everyone else, we education reformers would love to have a crystal ball. Yet, in practice, 
predicting the performance of schools, like almost every other form of prediction, is inherently 
challenging. 

Still, it’s essential that we do our best, particularly when it comes to forecasting the 
performance of proposed charter schools. After all, despite the growing pile of research that 
suggests charter schools outperform traditional public schools on average, the U.S. has too 
many mediocre or downright bad charters and too few truly excellent ones. 

That’s why the National Association of Charter School Authorizers (NACSA) has developed 
various resources that outline “best practices” for its members (and other authorizers) to use 
when reviewing the plans of would-be schools. But as sensible as these practices are, they are 
largely the product of accumulated wisdom and experience. And there are certain questions, 
such as whether some practices make a bigger difference than others and where those 
reviewing charter school applications should focus their attention, that they cannot answer.   

Thus, the need for empirical research on the evaluation of proposed charter schools by 
authorizers. Yet there has been strikingly little investigation of this vital subject, with the 
exception of a 2017 Fordham report, Three Signs That a Proposed Charter Schools is at Risk of 
Failing,1 and NACSA’s subsequent expansion of that analysis.2 For example, to our knowledge, 
there is essentially no research on one of the most fundamental questions—namely, whether 
the applications that authorizers rate more highly tend to become schools that perform more 
strongly. 

One reason for that is bulky, non-comparable data. Actual charter applications are rather 
cumbersome, and their format varies from one authorizer to the next. But an even bigger 
challenge is sample size. Nationally, only a handful of entities have authorized enough schools to 
make a rigorous quantitative analysis possible. 

Which brings us to North Carolina, where the state’s sole authorizer, the State Board of 
Education, has now presided over the creation of more than one hundred schools3 and the 
closure of more than twenty-five low-performing or struggling schools4  since the abolition of 
the statewide cap in 2011, making it the exclusive overseer of one of the largest charter school 
portfolios in the land.5   

That made us wonder what we might learn from North Carolina’s charter authorizing 
experiences. After all, the Fordham Foundation in our home state of Ohio serves as a non-profit 
authorizer to ten charter schools (a role it has played for nearly two decades) that collectively 
educate over 6,300 students. And, despite the fact that our performance on that front is 
consistently deemed “effective” by the Ohio Department of Education and Workforce 
Development, we haven’t always gotten it right when it comes to identifying the diamonds in 
the new-school-application rough. Thus, the results of this study are more than “research” to us. 
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Those results came to us courtesy of Adam Kho, an assistant professor and rising star at the 
University of Southern California who is well known for his work on school turnaround and 
charter schools and who, like us, was interested in examining how authorizers might increase 
the likelihood that new schools get a strong start.  

With the assistance of his coauthors, Shelby Leigh Smith and Douglas Lee Lauen, and the North 
Carolina Department of Public Instruction, Adam constructed a unique dataset that includes the 
ratings external reviewers gave to specific portions of proposed schools’ written applications; 
the votes members of the state’s Charter School Advisory Board took after reviewing those 
applications (and interviewing the most promising candidates); and the outcomes of students in 
newly approved schools. 

Because the data are limited to the period after North Carolina lifted its charter cap and the 
pandemic struck, Adam and company were able to analyze the evaluations and votes that 
determined the fate of four cohorts of applications and then follow those schools that were 
approved for one to four years after they opened. That amounts to 179 applications, fifty-three 
approved applicants, and forty-three schools that actually managed to open their doors. 

So, what did they find? 

First, schools that more reviewers voted to approve were more likely to open their doors on 
time but no more likely to meet their enrollment targets. In other words, there is some 
evidence that reviewers were able to identify applicants that had their ducks in a row (though 
many schools that received fewer votes from reviewers also opened on time). 

Second, schools that more reviewers voted to approve performed slightly better in math but 
not in reading. In other words, reviewers’ collective judgment also said something about how 
well a new school was likely to perform academically (though again, most of the variation in 
new schools’ performance was not explained by reviewers’ votes). 

Third, ratings for specific application domains mostly weren’t predictive of new schools’ 
success, but the quality of a school’s education and financial plans did predict math 
performance. Importantly, these domain-specific ratings were based exclusively on evaluations 
of schools’ written applications (unlike reviewers’ final votes, which also reflected their 
interviews with applicants and whatever other information was at hand).  

Finally, despite the predictivity of reviewers’ votes, simulations show that raising the bar for 
approval would have had little effect on the success rate of new schools. For example, 
reducing the share of applications that were approved from 30 percent to 15 percent wouldn’t 
have discernibly boosted approved schools’ reading or math performance, nor would increasing 
the number of “yes” votes required for approval. (Note that it is impossible to assess the 
implications of lowering the bar for approval, since the requisite schools were never created.) 

What does all of that imply for authorizing in North Carolina, the seven other states with a 
single (statewide) authorizer, and the thirty-six states with some other combination of state 
and/or local authorizers?  
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Given the diversity of approaches that states have taken to authorizing—and their geographic 
and demographic diversity—caution is warranted. But in our considered opinion, which is also 
informed by Fordham’s own authorizing work, the findings suggest at least three takeaways. 

First, authorizers should pay close attention to applicants’ education and financial plans. Per 
Finding 3, the quality of these plans significantly predicts the resulting schools’ math 
performance (unlike other elements of the application, such as the perceived quality of a 
school’s mission statement). Based on Fordham’s experiences as an authorizer, our sense is 
that’s no coincidence, as instructional prowess and budgetary competence are quite simply 
“must-haves.” 

Second, authorizers should incorporate multiple data sources and perspectives. Like a strong 
cover letter, a well-written charter school application is a sign that an applicant deserves 
serious consideration. But, of course, the decision to approve should also reflect those 
intangibles—largely but not exclusively gleaned from face-to-face interviews—and the age-old 
adage that two heads are better than one. 

Finally, authorizers must continue to hold approved schools accountable for their results. After 
all, we know that the quality of charter schools, like the quality of individual teachers, varies 
drastically once they are entrusted with the education of children. So, if we can’t reliably weed 
out low performers before they are approved, the only surefire way to ensure that charters 
fulfill their mission is to intervene when their performance consistently disappoints (meaning, in 
this case, that chronically low-performing schools should be drastically overhauled or closed). 

To be clear, the latter is not our preferred outcome. But so long as a minority of approved 
charters underperforms, we see no alternative. 

Someday, perhaps, the guidance that empirical research provides to authorizers will make the 
process for approving new schools feel more scientific and less dependent on human judgment
—or on that crystal ball that so often fails us. Until then, we’ll just have to take it one 
application at a time. 
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Introduction 

Dozens of studies have demonstrated that charter school performance varies dramatically. Even 
within communities where charters clearly outperform traditional public schools on average, 
there are often any number of charters that perform worse. Consequently, analysts have moved 
beyond the question of whether or not charters are more effective on average to the question 
of why some charters do better than others and how best to predict which schools will be 
successful.  

As the charter sector’s gatekeepers, authorizers are responsible for ensuring that schools in 
their purview set students up for success. To that end, they provide various forms of scrutiny 
and technical assistance, decide whether existing schools’ charters should be renewed, and—
perhaps most important—set the bar for the approval of new schools. Yet, while prior research 
has examined how the content of charter applications predicts the academic performance of 
newly created schools,6 there is almost no research on the actions taken by the charter 
authorizing body during the approval process. Such information might help authorizers improve 
those processes with the goal of strengthening their school portfolios. Accordingly, this study 
examines the extent to which the ratings of application reviewers and their votes on 
authorization predict the success—or, at least, the initial success—of schools that are 
authorized.  

More specifically, the study answers the following research questions: 

• Does the share of reviewers who vote to approve a charter school application predict
indicators of initial success such as opening on time, meeting enrollment targets, and
year-to-year growth on standardized tests?

• Do charter schools experience more initial success if they have higher ratings for specific
domains of their written application (e.g., their education, governance, or financial
plans)?

To answer these research questions, we use data on application ratings and votes from the 
North Carolina Charter School Advisory Board (CSAB), as well as seven years of student-level 
administrative data. To our knowledge, this study is the first to examine how well authorizers’ 
ratings of applications predict charter school success. 
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Background 
 
Only a handful of studies have examined how the characteristics and behaviors of charter school 
authorizers predict the success of the schools they authorize. Of these, about half have focused 
on how the type of charter authorizer (e.g., state agency, local school district, or higher 
educational institution) relates to student achievement in the schools that get authorized. 
Specifically, two earlier studies concluded that there was little variation in school quality among 
authorizer types (with the exception of nonprofit organizations, which perform worse than 
other types).7,8 In contrast, a more recent study finds that schools authorized by the mayor’s 
office perform better than those authorized by higher education institutions.9  
 
In addition to this work, a few studies have examined the specific features of the application 
document or process that predict approval. For example, an examination of charter applications 
in the Recovery School District in New Orleans found that external evaluator ratings of 
applications strongly predicted charter approval (whereas naming a specific principal in the 
application, prior experience operating another school, and board member experience were 
more weakly related).10 Similarly, a study conducted by the National Association of Charter 
School Authorizers found that certain types of schools (e.g., classical and “no excuses” schools) 
were more likely to be approved, as were schools affiliated with a network and those with 
support from a philanthropic or community organization.11 
 
Finally, a 2017 report by the Fordham Institute looked for characteristics of charter school 
applications that predicted school failure, as measured by proficiency rates below the twenty-
fifth percentile and academic growth below the fiftieth percentile.12 Ultimately, the report 
identified three risk factors: lack of identified leadership, proposing to serve at-risk students 
without sufficient academic supports, and child-centered curricula (e.g., Montessori).  
 
In sum, most prior studies have focused on the content of school applications, rather than the 
evaluations and/or votes of the authorizing body, and the one study that did consider evaluator 
ratings only considered the odds of charter approval. To our knowledge, no study has examined 
how authorizers’ ratings of applications predict charter school success.  
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The North Carolina Context 

The story of North Carolina’s charter sector begins with the passage of the Charter School Act in 
1996. The following year, twenty-seven charter schools opened, and the number of operational 
schools continued to increase until 2001, when the sector first encountered the statewide cap of 
100 charter schools established by the Act. After a decade of essentially no growth, that cap was 
lifted in 2011, at which point the state received a large influx of charter applications (see Table 
1). Since then, the number of charters in North Carolina has grown to more than 200, serving 
nearly 10 percent of the state’s public school population.13 By law, every one of those schools 
was approved by the Tar Heel State’s one and only authorizer, the State Board of Education. In 
other words, North Carolina is one of just eight states (out of the forty-five with charter laws) 
where the state education agency or a similar state-level board is the sole authorizer.14  

During the study period, which stretches from the abolition of the statewide cap to the arrival of 
Covid-19 (i.e., from 2012–13 to 2018–19), charter applications were first submitted to the 
state’s Office of Charter Schools, where they were evaluated for completeness and then 
reviewed and assigned a rating of “pass or fail” for each domain by up to fourteen external 
evaluators, who were selected by the Office of Charter Schools based on their experience 
operating existing charter schools. Next, members of the CSAB reviewed applications and 
external-reviewer ratings and conducted first-round “clarification interviews” with applicants, 
the most promising of which received a second “full interview.” Finally, based on the contents of 
the application, the external reviewers’ ratings, and the information gathered in interviews, 
CSAB members voted on whether or not to recommend the application for approval, with 
members who had a conflict of interest recusing themselves. Applications that received a simple 
majority of “yes” votes (51 percent) were forwarded to the State Board of Education (SBE), 
which accepted CSAB’s recommendations over 90 percent of the time.  

The CSAB members were appointed by the state’s General Assembly and the State Board of 
Education and served on a voluntary basis for a maximum of two four-year terms. CSAB 
consisted of eleven voting members, all of whom were required to demonstrate an 
understanding of and commitment to charter schools as a strategy for strengthening public 
education to be appointed.15 In practice, nearly all CSAB members had experience working in 
North Carolina’s charter schools, with two-thirds having served as the director, founder, and/or 
principal of a charter school.16 Both CSAB members and external reviewers completed trainings 
on the scoring process and how to norm their assessments.  

The study period spans two CSAB terms, with a transition between those reviewing applications 
for charter openings in school years 2014–15 and 2015–16. With the exception of this transition, 
the board remained fairly stable. Moreover, several members from the first term also served in 
the second term.  

In 2023, as a result of changes to North Carolina law, CSAB was reconstituted as the Charter 
School Review Board (CSRB), which now bears primary responsibility for charter school 
authorization. Schools that are rejected by CSRB can appeal that decision to the State Board of 
Education. 
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Data  
 
To address our research questions, we used two primary datasets. First, we collected charter 
school applications from the North Carolina Department of Public Instruction (NCDPI) website, 
which included scores on individual domains for each application as well as overall review votes 
from CSAB members.17 Of the six reviewed domains, five were included in the analysis:18 
 
(1) Mission and Purposes described the mission, purpose, and goals of the proposed charter 
school, as well as the targeted student population. 
 
(2) Education Plan described the proposed charter school’s standards, curriculum, and 
instructional design, including specific instructional plans for “at-risk” students and students 
with disabilities, as well as its discipline policies.  
 
(3) Governance and Capacity described the structure and responsibilities of the governing 
organization (e.g., school board); the projected staff required including hiring, management, 
evaluation, and professional development plans; plans for enrollment, marketing, and parental 
and community involvement.19  
 
(4) Operations described school plans for transportation, school lunch, insurance, health and 
safety, and facilities.20 
 
(5) Financial Plan described the budget for the school, including expected income and 
expenditure projections for the first five years of operation. 
 
For each domain, anywhere from two to fourteen external reviewers scored each section of the 
application as “pass” or “fail.”21 After the “full” interviews, CSAB members voted on whether the 
school as a whole should be recommended for approval, with ten board members in the 
average vote and at least seven board members participating in each vote.  
 
We combined the application rating data with student-level administrative data maintained via 
a partnership between NCDPI and the Education Policy Initiative at Carolina, which include 
information on the demographic characteristics and achievement of all students in North 
Carolina charter schools, as well as characteristics of schools, including grade span and 
urbanicity.  
 
Our analysis focuses on the seven years after the state charter school cap was lifted but before 
the Covid-19 pandemic (i.e., 2012–13 through 2018–19). Because the charter school application 
process requires time, applications that were submitted in the first year after the charter cap 
was lifted (i.e., 2012–13) did not result in charter school openings until at least 2015–16. 
Consequently, we focus on the four cohorts of applications that were submitted between 2012–
13 and the summer of 2017, which would have allowed schools to open in 2018–19.  
 
Table 1 shows the number of applications submitted, recommended by CSAB, and approved by 
the State Board of Education in each year, as well as the number of schools that opened after 
being approved. Per the table, in the first round of applications after the charter cap was lifted, 
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seventy-one proposals were submitted with the intention to open in two years if approved. 
However, only twelve were recommended by CSAB for SBE approval, and only eleven were 
approved, of which ten opened by the target year (i.e., 2015) and one opened the following 
year.  

Perhaps as a result of this low approval rate, in the following three years, fewer applications 
were submitted, and CSAB’s recommendation rate increased. On average, CSAB recommended 
approximately one-third of the applications it received for approval, and SBE continued to 
approve nearly all the applications recommended by CSAB. However, on-time opening rates 
decreased significantly for later cohorts, with as few as 30 percent of approved charters opening 
on time two years after submission (i.e., application year 2015).  

Table 1. North Carolina charter applications by year 

APPLICATION 
YEAR

(YEAR TO OPEN) 

APPLICATIONS 
SUBMITTED

APPROVED
BY SBE 

RECOMMENDED
BY CSAB 

OPENED
ON TIME

OPENED
LATE

NEVER
OPENED

2013 (2015) 71 12 11 10 1 0 

2014 (2016) 42 20 17 11 3 3 

2015 (2017) 28 11 10 3 3 4 

2017 (2018) 38 15 15 8 4 3 

Notes: Year 2016 marked the transition to a new board. As a result, review of applications was delayed 
and reviewed in summer 2017, though approved schools would still be allowed to open as in prior 
schedules.  
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Methods 

Our analysis of the predictiveness of authorizer evaluations is based on two measures of 
authorizer intent: 

(1) The percentage of CSAB board members who voted to recommend an application for
approval.

(2) The percentage of external reviewers who gave a specific domain of the written
application a rating of “pass” as opposed to “fail.”

Our measures of charter school success include four operational outcomes: 

(1) Opening: a binary variable that is equal to “1” if a charter school that was approved to open 
did so successfully and “0” otherwise.

(2) Opening on time: a binary variable that is equal to “1” if an approved charter school opened 
in the year identified in its application (as opposed to opening late or not opening at all).

(3) Meeting the enrollment target: a binary variable that is equal to “1” if an approved school 
met or exceeded the year-one enrollment target specified in its application and “0” otherwise.

(4) Proportion of enrollment target met: a continuous variable that is equal to a charter school’s 
year-one enrollment divided by the enrollment target specified in its application.

In addition to these outcomes, we also consider the year-to-year growth that students in newly 
created charter schools exhibited on standardized reading and math tests in the first few years 
that the schools were operational. Depending on when a school opened, these variables may 
include anywhere from one to four years of growth data. 

Because the average application received ten votes, for the purposes of the relevant figures, we 
rescale the estimates of the predictivity of CSAB board members’ votes to represent the change 
in a given outcome that is associated with a ten-percentage-point increase in support (i.e., the 
change associated with one additional “yes” vote). Similarly, we rescale the estimates of the 
predictivity of external reviewers’ ratings to represent the change associated with a ten-
percentage-point increase in the pass rate (though because the typical application was reviewed 
by five to nine individuals, a ten-percentage-point increase in this variable does not translate 
into one additional “pass”). 

To address the research questions, we use a combination of ordinary least squares regression 
and linear probability models. In general, these models control for observable school 
characteristics (e.g., urbanicity, school level, and enrollment). However, for the achievement 
analyses, we also control for observable student characteristics (e.g., grade, gender, race, and 
free- and reduced-price-meal status).  

For a full description of the methods, see the Technical Appendix. 
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Findings 
 
Our analysis yields four findings: First, schools that more reviewers recommended for approval 
were more likely to open their doors (and to do so on time) but no more likely to meet their 
enrollment targets. Second, students in schools that more reviewers recommended for approval 
made more year-to-year progress in math (but not in reading) in the first years of their 
existence. Third, external reviewers’ ratings of specific domains of the written application were 
generally not predictive of operational outcomes or initial achievement. Finally, despite the 
predictivity of board members’ overall recommendations, raising the bar for approval would 
have had little (if any) impact on schools’ initial success rate. 
 
We discuss each of these findings in greater detail below. 
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Finding 1: On average, schools that more reviewers voted to approve 
were more likely to open their doors but no more likely to meet their 
enrollment targets. 

As noted, our analysis of charter school success includes four operational outcomes: opening, 
opening on time, meeting the enrollment target, and the proportion of the enrollment target 
met.  

Per Figure 1, schools were more likely to open (and more likely to do so on time) if more CSAB 
board members voted for approval. Specifically, one additional “yes” vote was associated with a 
nine-percentage-point increase in a school’s probability of opening and a ten-percentage-point 
increase in a school’s probability of opening on schedule. 

In contrast, there is no relationship between the number of “yes” votes a school received and its 
chances of meeting its year-one enrollment target, nor is there a significant relationship 
between the number of “yes” votes a school received and the proportion of its enrollment 
target that it met.22 

Figure 1. Charter schools that more reviewers recommended for approval were more likely to 
open but no more likely to meet enrollment targets. 

Notes: This figure shows an approved school’s probability of opening, opening on time, and meeting the 
year-one enrollment target specified in the charter application, as well as the proportion of the year-one 
enrollment target met as a function of a ten-percentage-point increase in CSAB “yes” votes. Models 
control for school level, urbanicity, and the projected enrollment in year one and include an application-
year fixed effect. Vertical black bars show the 95 percent confidence intervals. Statistically significant 
results at the 95 percent confidence level have a solid black border and darker shade. 
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Finding 2: On average, students in schools that more reviewers voted to 
approve made more progress in math but not in reading. 

Per Figure 2, students in schools that more CSAB members recommended for approval did not 
make faster progress in reading. However, upon closer inspection they did make faster progress 
in math in the first two years of operation.  

Specifically, one additional "yes" vote was associated with a 0.03 standard deviation increase in 
math growth in year one and a 0.04 standard deviation increase in year two. In contrast, there is 
no relationship between the proportion of board members who voted to approve a school and 
the progress its students exhibited in math in years three and four. 

Note that these estimates are ultimately associational in nature. Despite the fact that we are 
controlling for prior achievement and other observable student characteristics, we can’t rule out 
the possibility that the number of “yes” votes a school receives is correlated with unobservable 
characteristics of students that could affect how fast they progress. 
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Figure 2. On average, students in charter schools that more reviewers recommended for 
approval made more progress in math but not in reading. 

Notes: This figure shows the achievement gains as a function of a ten-percentage-point increase in overall 
charter application CSAB “yes” votes. We control for student gender, race, free- and reduced-price-meal 
status, special education status, and English-language-learner status, as well as school urbanicity, level, 
total enrollment, and percentage of students by race, free- and reduced-price-meal status, special 
education status, and English-language learner-status. We include year, grade, and application-year fixed 
effects. Standard errors are clustered at the school level. Vertical black bars show the 95 percent 
confidence intervals. Results that are statistically significant at the 95 percent confidence level have a 
solid black border and darker shade. Results that are statistically significant at the 90 percent confidence 
level have a dashed border.  
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Finding 3: In general, ratings for specific application domains weren’t 
predictive of new schools’ success.  

As noted, prior to the more holistic evaluations conducted by CSAB, each domain of a school’s 
written application was assigned a rating of “pass” or “fail” by up to fourteen external reviewers 
based solely on the materials in the application.  

For the most part, these individual domain scores were not predictive of school opening or 
enrollment outcomes. However, a few significant or marginally significant relationships did 
emerge between reviewers’ assessments of specific applications domains and students’ 
academic progress in the first few years of a school’s existence (see Figure 3). 

Specifically, a ten-percentage-point increase in the share of external reviewers who gave a 
school’s education plan a “pass” rating was associated with an 0.12 standard deviation increase 
in math growth. Similarly, a ten-percentage point increase in the share of “pass” ratings for 
“Financial Plan” was associated with an 0.03 standard deviation increase in math growth. In 
contrast, a ten-percentage-point increase in the share who assigned a “pass” rating for a 
school’s “governance and capacity” was associated with an 0.16 standard deviation decrease in 
reading growth.  

In addition to these results, a higher “operations” pass rate was associated with a large increase 
in math growth, while a higher “mission and purposes” pass rate was associated with a large 
decrease in math growth; however, both results are only significant at the 90 percent 
confidence level. 

Of the relationships discussed, the one between the quality of a school’s education plan and the 
progress that its students make in math is the most intuitive and seems most likely to hold 
lessons for those charged with evaluating future applications.  
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Figure 3. There is no consistent relationship between external reviewers’ evaluations of 
specific application domains and charter schools’ reading and math performance. 

Notes: This figure shows the achievement gains as a function of a ten-percentage-point increase in 
individual domain “pass” ratings. We control for student gender, race, free- and reduced-price-meal 
status, special education status, and English-language-learner status, as well as school urbanicity, level, 
total enrollment, and percentage of students by race, free- and reduced-price-meal status, special 
education status, and English-language-learner status. We include year and grade fixed effects. Standard 
errors are clustered at the school level. Vertical black bars show the 95 percent confidence intervals. 
Results that are significant at the 95 percent confidence level have a solid black border and darker shade. 
Results that are significant at the 90 percent confidence level have a dashed border. 
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Finding 4: Despite the predictivity of reviewers’ votes, simulations show 
that raising the bar for approval would have had little effect on the 
success rate of new schools. 

Given the predictivity of CSAB members’ votes to approve, it was natural to next explore 
whether raising the bar for charter application approval would have produced better outcomes. 
Specifically, we conducted exploratory analyses to test three potential approaches to raising the 
bar:  

(1) Raising the required percentage of CSAB “yes” votes. During the timeframe of this study,
applications receiving “yes” votes from at least 51 percent of CSAB members were
recommended to the State Board of Education for approval. But what if such a recommendation
had required a supermajority?

(2) Lowering the percentage of approved applications per year. Overall, CSAB recommended
approximately one-third of the applications it received for approval. But what if it had only
recommended a quarter of applications? Or one in five? Or one in ten?

(3) Capping the number of approved applications per year. In each year of the study period,
somewhere between ten and twenty applications were recommended for approval. But what if
the board had limited itself to one application per year? Or three? Or five?

To be clear, neither the percentage of applications that were approved nor their total number 
was a formal consideration for CSAB during the study period. But nothing prevents us from 
using these criteria in hypothetical scenarios (note that we assume that CSAB ratings 
approximate State Board of Education approvals in these scenarios). 

Accordingly, Figure 4 shows the predicted changes in the measures of operational success as 
each of the hypothetical approval criteria becomes more stringent. Per the figure, the 
probability that an approved school opens increases slightly as the various criteria become more 
stringent, as does the probability that it opens on time. For example, if approval had required a 
“yes” vote from all CSAB board members as opposed to a simple majority, about 90 percent of 
approved schools would have opened as opposed to 80 percent. In contrast, there is no 
significant change in the probability that a school meets its enrollment target. Nor is there any 
change in “percent of enrollment target met” (though for ease of interpretation, we do not 
include this outcome in the figure). 
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Figure 4. As hypothetical criteria for charter application approval become more stringent, the 
probability that an approved school opens and/or opens on time increases slightly. 

Notes: This figure shows the percentage of approved schools that would have opened, opened on time, 
and met the year-one enrollment target specified in the charter application as a function of hypothetical 
approval criteria. In each graph, the approval criterion becomes more stringent moving from left to right. 
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Similarly, Figure 5 shows the difference between the year-to-year math and reading progress of 
students in newly opened charter schools and the year-to-year progress of comparable students 
in existing schools as a function of criteria for approval, where the zero line indicates 
comparable growth between the two groups. For example, in Figure 5a, students in new charter 
schools where at least 55 percent of reviewers voted to approve made approximately 0.02 
standard deviations less year-to-year progress in reading and approximately 0.06 standard 
deviations less year-to-year progress in math compared to comparable students in existing 
schools. This pattern generally holds such that newly opened charter schools perform worse 
than existing schools under all but the most stringent approval conditions. However, because 
prior research indicates that both students in newly created charter schools and individual 
students who are new to charter schools tend to improve over time—and that low-performing 
charter schools are more likely to close—it doesn’t necessarily follow that the standard for 
approving new schools should be tightened.23–26,24,25,26 

That’s certainly the case when it comes to the percentage of CSAB “yes” votes required for 
approval, where there is no evidence that a stricter standard would have made a difference 
(Figure 5a). For the other two criteria (percentage of application approved and number of 
applications approved), the difference between newly approved charter schools and existing 
schools does shrink (at least in reading) but only when the hypothetical standards become very 
strict (Figures 5b and 5c)—for example, when only 10 percent of applications are approved (as 
opposed to 33 percent) or when only five to six applications are approved each year (as opposed 
to ten to fifteen). Moreover, even with these stricter standards, the improvement in 
performance is small (e.g., about 0.02 standard deviations).  

In short, it’s not clear that stricter approval criteria would have led to meaningfully better 
achievement outcomes in newly created charter schools. Our data do not allow us to examine 
the converse—that is, how looser approval criteria would have affected new schools’ success 
rate—because the schools required for such an analysis were never created.  
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Figure 5. More stringent approval criteria would have done little to close the gaps between 
new charter schools’ initial reading and math performance and that of preexisting public 
schools. 

Notes: This figure shows the difference between the year-to-year reading and math progress of
students in newly opened charter schools one to four years after opening and the year-to-year
progress of comparable students in existing schools as a function of hypothetical approval criteria.
The zero line indicates comparable growth between the two groups. In each graph, the approval
criteria become more stringent moving from left to right. 



 Do Authorizer Evaluations Predict the Success of New Charter Schools? 

Thomas B. Fordham Institute 22 

Takeaways 

1. In general, CSAB was able to differentiate between stronger and weaker applications. Per
Findings 1 and 2, the number of board members who voted to recommend an application for
approval is predictive of approved charter schools’ results for opening, opening on time, and
initial math achievement, suggesting that the board’s composition and process allowed the
individuals who comprised it to make informed judgments about which charter schools were
likely to succeed.

2. Board members’ professional judgment is at least as important as whatever appears in a
school’s written application. Per Finding 3, there are few statistically significant and intuitive
relationships between external reviewers’ ratings of specific domains of a charter school’s
application and the various measures of success. Overall, the fact that vote share is a significant
predictor of success but most domain ratings are not suggests that other criteria (e.g., interview
data and data beyond the application process) are factoring into approval decisions.

3. Raising the bar for approval wouldn’t significantly improve charters’ chances of success. Per
Finding 4, even a very slight increase in initial quality would require a drastic reduction in
quantity, which does not seem advisable given newly created schools’ tendency to improve.27

Although we are unable to assess the implications of approving more schools, any consideration
of lowering the bar should include consideration of the capacity of supporting and/or regulatory
bodies to assist newly approved schools with the start-up process. Overall, our impression is
that the authorizing process North Carolina followed during the study period struck the right
balance, suggesting the newly constituted CSRB would do well to stay the course.
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Limitations 

Perhaps the biggest limitation of this study is its one-sided-ness: By definition, schools that don’t 
open can’t be included in an analysis of observed performance. Consequently, we will never 
know if CSAB board members or external reviewers were right to reject them. All we can do is 
investigate the relationships between authorizers’ evaluations and the performance of those 
schools that were ultimately approved. 

In addition, it is important to recognize that students are not randomly assigned to charter 
schools. Consequently, we cannot rule out the possibility that our estimates of academic 
growth—or of the consequences of “raising the bar”—reflect characteristics of students that we 
do not observe in the data. 

Finally, while a majority of CSAB board members voted on each application, there was some 
variation in which members were absent from votes. Consequently, there may be some 
concerns about the stability of the percentage of reviewers who voted to approve. 
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Technical Appendix 

We use a combination of ordinary least squares regression and linear probability models to 
answer our research questions.  

Research question 1: Does the share of reviewers who vote to approve a charter school 
application predict indicators of initial success such as opening on time, meeting enrollment 
targets, and year-to-year growth on standardized tests?  

For research question 1, we model our analysis of school-level outcomes as follows: 

ys = β0 + β1 passrates + SsBj + θ + est 

where ys is our measure of success of school s. We operationalize success in several different 
ways. At the school level, we include a binary of opening, opening on time (as opposed to 
opening late or not opening at all after approval), meeting the year-one enrollment target as 
identified in the application, and the proportion of the year-one enrollment target met. While 
the school-level outcomes are limited to one observation per school, we include student-level 
measures of success, which we operationalize as reading and math achievement. Reading and 
math scores are standardized by year. Each school can have up to four years of data. For 
example, for the earliest set of applications, submitted in 2013, we have four years of data 
from approved schools opening in 2015–16 and in operation through 2018–19; for 2014 
applications, we have three years of data from 2016–17 through 2018–19; and so on.  

Our main independent variable of interest, passrates, represents the proportion of “yes” votes 
by CSAB members on whether the application should be recommended for approval. We 
include school-level covariates, represented by the vector Ss including the urbanicity, level 
(elementary, middle, high), and the projected enrollment for year one as a proxy measure for 
preparation efforts. Lastly, it is possible that reviewers may be influenced by factors specific to 
each year (e.g., the number of applications submitted). Thus, we include a fixed effect for the 
application year.28  

We model our analysis of student-level achievement as follows: 

yigst = β0 + β1 passrates + yigst-1 + SstBj + XigstBk + 𝛾𝛾t + δ + θ + eist 

where yigst represents the standardized test score for student i in grade g in school s in year t. 
With the inclusion of prior-year test scores, yigst-1, we can interpret the outcome as student 
achievement gains. Xigst represents a vector of student characteristics, including gender, race, 
free- and reduced-price-meal status, special education status, and English-language-learner 
status. Sst represents a vector of school characteristics, including urbanicity, level, total 
enrollment, and percentage of students by race, free- and reduced-price-meal status, special 
education status, and English-language-learner status. We also include year, grade, and 
application-year fixed effects. Standard errors are clustered at the school level. 
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Our key coefficient of interest is β1, which represents the change in outcome as a result of 
increasing the proportion of CSAB “yes” votes by 100 percentage points. We rescale the 
estimates to represent a more likely (and possible) scenario; because the average application 
received ten votes, we rescale the estimates to represent the change in the outcome as a result 
of a ten-percentage-point increase in CSAB “yes” votes (e.g., 60 percent to 70 percent), which 
translates to one additional “yes” vote. 

Research question 2: Do charter schools experience more initial success if they have higher 
ratings for specific domains of their written application (e.g., their education, governance, or 
financial plans)?  

To answer research question 2, we model our analyses similarly to Equations (1) and (2) but 
replace passrates with five key independent variables, each representing the percentage of 
“pass” votes for each of the five domains: mission and purposes, education plan, governance 
and capacity, operations, and financial plan.  

Exploratory Research Question: How would adopting a stricter approval standard have affected 
the success rate of newly created charter schools? 

In our exploratory analyses, we calculate the percentage of approved schools that would have 
opened, opened on time, and met their enrollment target (conditional on opening), as well as 
the percentage of the enrollment target the average school would have met in the first 
operating year (conditional on opening) across the observable ranges of three different criteria – 
the percentage of CSAB “yes” votes, the percentage of approved applications per year, and the 
number of approved applications per year. To determine which schools were included in the 
sample as those criteria became more restrictive, we ranked the applications first by the 
percentage of CSAB “yes” votes they received and then (in the case of ties) by their average pass 
rate across the five domains of the written application.  

For student growth outcomes, we calculated the difference between the year-to-year 
achievement gains of students in new charter schools and comparable students in existing 
schools in the same district. For the purposes of this analysis, comparable students are those in 
the same district and grade who have the same gender, race, free- and reduced-price meal 
status, special education status, and English learner status, as well as comparable reading and 
math scores from the prior year.29  
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