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ABSTRACT
Background: A great deal of research on charter schools has examined the neoliberal
origins of charter schools, the academic performance of charter school students, charter
school governance, and the balance between autonomy and accountability. However,
there is a lack of research that has investigated the formal processes by which the
accountability side of the equation is carried out, particularly in the area of charter
renewal. No study has yet analyzed the weight given to factors used by charter
authorizers in making high-stakes accountability decisions, and to whether modifying
variables related to the population served impact the outcomes of these decisions. Also,
while some studies have looked at charter school operations through the lens of
institutional theory, no study has yet looked at changes made by charter operators in the
face of high-stakes authorizer scrutiny, and whether those changes may impact the
outcomes of the decisions.
Purpose: To examine the factors explicitly considered by the board of the largest charter
authorizer in the U.S., and determine whether the outcomes have been consistent with the
established criteria, whether the outcomes show evidence of being affected by the nature
of the population served by the charter school, and to look for evidence that changes
suggested by institutional theory have an predictive value in understanding the outcomes
of high-stakes authorizer decisions.
Setting: Charters in Arizona authorized and considered for renewal by the Arizona State
Board for Charter Schools (ASBCS, the Board) during the period from June 2010 to
November 2012.
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Participants: 117 Arizona charters granted by the ASBCS which were considered by for
renewal during the study period.
Research Design: Quantitative study.
Data Collection and Analysis: Data were collected from the public records provided to
the Board during the period of operation leading up to renewal, and provided to the Board
during the renewal consideration. Analysis was conducted using multinomial logistic
regression analysis with the IBM SPSS 22 statistical software package.
Findings: Academic performance over the years immediately preceding the renewal
consideration and the number of compliance actions taken over that same period
significantly predicted whether the outcome of the renewal decision would be renewal
without conditions, renewal with conditions, or denial. Several factors which had been
suggested by the literature as having predictive value, including improvement in
academic performance and financial viability, did not prove to have significant predictive
value. Certain factors related to the population served by the charter, including
socioeconomic status, grades served, and size of the school population, had predictive
value in ways that generally supported the literature. Mimetic isomorphic changes as
identified in this study did not prove to have significant predictive value regarding the
outcome of the renewal decision. Findings regarding consistently low performing schools
and the overturning of denial decisions on appeal lead to questions regarding the market
efficacy assumptions made by neoliberal charter proponents.
Conclusions: This study reinforces the importance of charter authorizers having clear,
measureable criteria for high-stakes decisions, and for charter operators to understand
those criteria and how they affect the operations of the schools.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY
Background
The charter school movement was one of many reform movements that grew up
in the wake of the “A Nation at Risk” report in 1982, which described the widespread
shortcomings of American public education (Wells, Lopez, Scott, & Holme, 1999).
Several trends contributed to the development of this model. Neo-liberal economic
concepts became dominant in the U.S., with their emphasis on markets unfettered by
government control (Olssen, 2004). The rise in popularity of multiculturalism and
deregulation led many segments of American society to turn against the century-old
concept of the public common school (Meyer, 2006).
The idea for charters was first proposed by Ray Budde in a 1974 paper, which was
reissued in 1988, and gained the support of Albert Shanker, president of the American
Federation of Teachers. The concept of charters first articulated was that a group of
would propose a “charter” to the school board describing the curriculum scope and
sequence, evaluation techniques, budget, and outcome goals. This charter would be a
contract for a fixed period of time, and the teachers would not be managed by the
principal, superintendant, or central office personnel. Parents in the district would have
the freedom to choose which charter program they desired, fostering competition and a
spirit of improvement among the faculty. After a set period of time, the outcomes of the
charter group would be reviewed and the charter would be extended, modified, or ended
(Budde, 1988; Shanker, 1988; Wells, Grutzik, Carnochan, Slayton, & Vasudeva, 1999).
Starting with Minnesota in 1991, state legislatures started enacting laws
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permitting the establishment of new, independent, publicly-funded schools, chartered by
local school boards, but free from many of the restrictions faced by district schools
(Bancroft, 2009; Horn, 2008). California followed in 1992 and six more states in 1993. In
each case, the enacting legislation changed somewhat, including allowing chartering
bodies not associated with existing school districts (Kolderie, 2005). States granted
charters for a limited period of time, from 3 to 15 years, with most states requiring
renewal after 5 years (Center for Education Reform [CER], 2006; Garcia, McIlroy, &
Barber, 2008). As of 2012, 41 states and the District of Columbia have enacted laws
authorizing charter schools, and more than 5,400 charter schools are open, serving 1.7
million children (CER, 2012).
According to Shober, Manna, and Witte (2006), the two main values that drove
the adoption of charter school laws are flexibility and accountability. “In exchange for
considerable flexibility in operation and design of curriculum, pedagogy, and other
aspects of running a school, charter operators agree to uphold certain standards of
accountability through a written contract with an authorizing body” (p. 567). These
standards of accountability are most frequently the same as those for district schools
(Holyoke, Henig, Brown, & Lacireno-Paquet, 2009).
The Arizona legislature passed the state’s charter law in 1994, with the first
charter schools opening in 1996. At the time of Shober, Manna, and Witte’s study (2006),
it was rated the highest in the U.S. in terms of flexibility, and attained the highest possible
score in accountability. Among the reasons cited for the high flexibility score included
multiple authorizers and a 15 year initial contract term, the longest in the country. The
high score for accountability indicates that the schools must publicly report measures of
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student achievement (Shober, et al, 2006).
The high degree of both flexibility and autonomy in Arizona has set the stage for
significant growth in the charter school sector. According to the Center for Education
Reform (2012), as of 2012, Arizona has 539 operating charter schools, or 25% of the
public schools in the state, serving 136,000 students, or 12.5% of the state’s public school
students. The accountability score noted by Shober and colleagues (2006) is reflected in
the figure of 173 charter schools having been closed as of December 2011 (CER, 2012).
The Arizona State Board for Charter Schools (ASBCS, the Board) is the largest charter
school authorizer in the country, overseeing 515 charter school sites (National
Association for Charter School Authorizers [NACSA], 2013).
Accountability for charter schools comes in two forms: market forces, determined
by parents’ active decisions to enroll children in a charter school; and oversight by
authorizing bodies and state education agencies. Market forces exist at all times, but
oversight tends to be focused at specified times as outlined by the charter legislation. The
most intense scrutiny generally comes at renewal, when the authorizing body must
commit to an extension of the initial contract for a specified number of years (Eckes,
Plucker & Benton, 2006). The National Association for Charter School Authorizers
(NACSA) recommends that authorizers set clear performance frameworks with
measureable indicators for charter schools in academic, financial, and organizational
performance (NACSA, 2012). When the ASBCS was approaching the end of the 15-year
terms of its earliest charter contracts, it elected to use evaluation criteria aligned with the
NACSA recommendations.
Though charter schools in the United States have been in operation for over
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twenty years, and authorizing have been making decisions on renewing charters since the
mid-1990s, the author has found few studies that have looked at either how authorizers
make the decision, or how charter holders respond to the scrutiny. Vergari (2000) looked
at the regulatory styles of charter school authorizers in Arizona, Massachusetts, and
Michigan, and identified a style she called “negotiated compliance” instead of strict
compliance due to inadequate budgets, inadequate personnel, and a lack of information
about performance (Vergari, 2000, p. 740). However, this study took place a decade
before the ASBCS considered its first renewal application.
Since 2000, at least two doctoral candidates studying charter schools have
addressed accountability and the renewal process at least incidentally in their
dissertations. Reiters-Cook (2010) interviewed the school leaders of nine California
charter schools which closed to look for commonalities and found, in that state, where
charter schools are authorized by local school districts, non-renewal was associated with
academic underperformance. Hristov (2011) reviewed the indicators of charter school
financial performance in Arizona and compared them with measures of charter quality in
four case studies, and found that business management capacity plays a strong role in
survival of charter schools. Both of these studies used a qualitative, case study
methodology, and focused on the experience of charter school leaders, rather than
authorizers.
Purpose of Study
NACSA, the national organization of charter school authorizers, recommends that
authorizers evaluate a charter’s performance in regards to educational, operational, and
financial criteria at the time of renewal (NACSA, 2012). However, they do not advocate
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for one of those areas to be weighted more than others. In this study, I will analyze the
charter renewal decisions made by the ASBCS, the nation’s largest charter authorizer,
between 2010 and 2012, to determine which factors were given the most weight in
deciding whether to renew a charter for twenty years without conditions, to renew it with
conditions, or to deny renewal.
During the renewal consideration, the Board was also provided with other
information about the charter holders and the communities served by the schools they
operate. The law which establishes charter schools in Arizona (A.R.S. §15-181) lists two
purposes these schools serve: 1) to provide a learning environment to improve pupil
achievement, and 2) to provide additional academic choice for parents and pupils. These
purposes address the existence and performance of the school both in and of itself, and in
regards to the population to which the school provides educational services. The literature
of accountability identifies three population factors that have a significant impact on the
academic performance of a school outside the control of school leaders. The first is the
socio-economic status (“SES”) of the students, which has been found to directly correlate
to their academic performance (White, 1982; Henderson & Berla, 1994; Sirin, 2005). The
size of a school has been found to inversely correlate with student achievement, both
overall and among Hispanic students, a significant subgroup in Arizona (Leithwood &
Jantzi, 2009; Zoda, Slate, & Combs, 2011). The age of students, as identified by grade
level, has also been shown to inversely correlate with academic achievement (Crane,
Huang, & Barrat, 2011). To determine whether the overtly considered factor of academic
performance was moderated by factors regarding the population served, I will analyze
whether the SES of the students, the size of the school, and/or the grades served by the
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school affected the weight placed by the ASBCS on the academic performance of the
charter holders when making renewal decisions.
The purpose of this study is also to determine whether new institutional theory
(Meyer & Rowan, 1977; DiMaggio & Powell, 1983) can help researchers and charter
operators understand whether a charter will be renewed, renewed with conditions, or
denied, based on actions undertaken by the charter holder in the period preceding the
renewal consideration. New institutional theory suggests that when an organization in a
field where outcomes are loosely coupled (Weick, 1976) to inputs faces scrutiny, it may
choose to adopt a structure or process from a high-status member of the field, rather than
maintain an idiosyncratic structure or process. A charter school approaching renewal,
when not achieving a level of performance meeting the frameworks established by the
authorizer, may be expected to change structural elements. As significant changes to a
charter contract must be approved by the authorizer, a record will exist of the number and
types of these changes in the years leading up to the renewal decision. With the influence
of academic, operational, and financial performance controlled for statistically, it may be
possible to determine whether charter schools exhibit behavior consistent with new
institutional theory.
Focus of Study
In this study, I will investigate seven attributes of charter schools and their
correlation with the outcomes of renewal decisions made by the Board, using three
research questions. The first two questions involve a descriptive analysis of authorizer
practice, while question 3 involves a looking at charter holder behavior as renewal
consideration approaches through a theoretical lens.
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Three of the attributes, academic performance, organizational compliance, and
financial viability, were overtly considered by the Board in making their decision, and the
relative impact of the three will be investigated.
Research question 1: How much do academic performance, organizational
compliance, and financial viability account for the outcomes of Board decisions on
charter renewals in Arizona?
Two attributes relate to the population served by the charter holder. The socioeconomic status (“SES”) of the students and which grades were served describe
information available to the Board which may have moderated their analysis of academic
performance.
Research question 2: How much did moderating variables including: the SES of
the school population, the size of the school, and the grades served moderate a charter’s
historic academic performance in determining the outcome of Board decisions on
renewing a charter?
New institutional theory (Meyer & Rowan, 1977; Greenwood & Hinings, 1983)
posits that in a field with loosely-coupled outcomes, organizations would adopt
legitimated structures to provide stability and buffer against criticism. A study of
successful charters (United States Department of Education, 2004) found several schools
that had retained its innovative structures. On the other hand, Huerta’s (2009) case study
describes a charter school which, demonstrating poor performance, isomorphically
diluted its innovative structures and practices and was able to successfully renew its
charter, although with conditions imposed by the authorizer. Therefore, I propose in this
study to investigate the degree to which schools that made institutional changes to their
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structures and practices were successful in avoiding denial of renewal. DiMaggio and
Powell (1983) define organizational change as “change in formal structure, organizational
culture, and goals, program, and mission” (p. 149). Most changes of these types by
charter schools would require approval by the Board through the amendment and
notification process, making a record of these changes available to researchers.
DiMaggio and Powell (1983) identify three types of institutional change. While
the differences will be explained in more detail in Chapter 2, a brief synopsis is important
in clarifying the scope of research question 3. The three types of institutional change are
coercive isomorphism, mimetic isomorphism, and normative isomorphism. This study
focuses on changes that can be identified as mimetic isomorphism, in which an
organization adopts a model in use in other organizations in the field in response to
uncertainty. These adoptions may be unconscious or conscious, but are not required by an
outside authority. For this study, an organization is considered to have high institutional
stability if it has made few institutional changes characteristic of mimetic isomorphism
over the initial term of the charter, while an organization is considered to have low
institutional stability if it has made many such changes, particularly in the final five years
before renewal consideration.
Research question 3: How influential was institutional stability over and above
the influence of academic performance, organizational compliance, and financial viability
on the outcome of Board decisions on charter renewal in Arizona?
Rationale for Quantitative Methods
This study involves looking at the public records of 117 renewal decisions made
by the ASBCS over a period of two years. These decisions were made between June 14,
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2010 and November 26, 2012, and were all based on a set of criteria approved by the
Board on September 28, 2009, making them a bounded set. In 2013, based on changes to
statute, the Board adopted new financial and academic performance frameworks, and
revised the renewal application to address these changes such that the information
available to the Board from 2013 on is not directly comparable to that in the period being
studied.
While the minutes of the meetings at which the renewal decisions were made are
available, the only feasible method for determining the relative weight of the factors in
the aggregate is through statistical analysis. In addition, as the number of changes made
by a charter holder over the span of the charter was not considered by the Board,
determining whether that number had an impact over and above the factors that were
overtly considered (academic, operational, and financial performance) requires a
statistical methodology that permits the determination of the probability of an outcome
with and without the presence of a variable. As the outcome of the decisions has three
possible states (renewal without conditions, renewal with conditions, denial), the
methodology which best fits the data and research questions is multinomial logistic
regression, which will be described in more detail in Chapter 3.
Outline of the Dissertation
This dissertation will be divided into five chapters. In the first, I have provided a
brief introduction into the charter schools, the work of authorizers in granting,
overseeing, and renewing charters, and the accountability framework that guides renewal
decisions. Chapter two will present a thorough review of the relevant literature. In
chapter three, I will describe in depth the methodology, the process of data collection
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from the 117 charters to go through the renewal process between 2010 and 2012, and
method of analysis using multinomial logistic regression. In chapter four, I will present
the results of the statistical analyses used to investigate the research questions and test the
hypotheses. I will compare the impact of information regarding educational performance,
organizational compliance, and financial viability of the decisions made by the Board,
and determine whether changes in the organizational structures or processes of the charter
holder had an impact on the outcome. Finally, in chapter five, I will discuss the results of
the study, the strengths and limitations, implications for practice, policy, and further
research, and conclusions.
Key Terminology
A major part of the theoretical framework for this study comes from the literature
of organizational studies, particularly the strand known as new institutionalism (e.g.
Meyer & Rowan, 1977; DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; Greenwood & Hinings, 1996). This
field has developed a jargon which may be unfamiliar to readers from other fields. To
avoid confusion, I present below a brief glossary of terms used throughout this paper.
Scrutiny: Inspection, assessment, or evaluation from within or outside the organization,
usually to connect organizational practices with desired outcomes or their
absence.
Legitimated Template: A structure or process that has become widely accepted in a field,
usually through association with high-status organizations.
Isomorphism: The process by which an organization adopts the structures or processes of
another to solve problems rather than to develop idiosyncratic examples.
Technical Outcome: The primary functional goal of an organization.
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Buffer: To use a legitimated template to avoid or defend against scrutiny, particularly
when technical outcomes are loosely coupled to inputs or practices.
Another set of technical language comes from the field of charter authorizers, and in
particular the ASBCS.
Arizona State Board for Charter Schools: (ASBCS, the Board) An eleven-member body
established by statute (A.R.S. §15-182), with membership appointed by the
governor, to exercise general supervision over the charter schools it sponsors.
Board staff: Employees of the ASBCS who conduct the oversight of charter schools
under the direction of the Board, and prepare materials for the Board’s
consideration in making official decisions about charters.
Denial: The determination of the Board not to renew a charter. The charter holder may
continue to operate charter schools under that charter until it expires, usually one
school year beyond the date of the meeting where renewal was considered.
Performance Management Plan: (PMP) A corrective action plan for academic
underperformance that may be assigned to a charter holder as a condition of its
renewal. A charter holder assigned a PMP faces additional scrutiny in the form of
annual reports and site visits until it has demonstrated academic performance
meeting the Board’s expectations for two years consecutively.
Renewal: The process of reviewing the performance of a charter holder over the first 15
years of its existence to determine whether it has met the terms of its contract and

24
the performance expectations of the Board, and whether it should be granted
another 20-year term (A.R.S. 15-183(I) (1))1.

1

A.R.S. 15-183 (I) (1) states: “At least eighteen months before the expiration of the approved plan, the

sponsor shall notify the charter school that the charter school may apply for renewal. A charter school that
elects to apply for renewal shall file an application for renewal at least fifteen months before the expiration
of the approved plan. In addition to any other requirements, the application for renewal shall include a
detailed business plan for the charter school, a review of fiscal audits and academic performance data for
the charter school that are annually collected by the sponsor and a review of the current contract between
the sponsor and the charter school. A sponsor shall give written notice of its intent not to renew the charter
school's request for renewal to the charter school at least twelve months before the expiration of the
approved plan to allow the charter school an opportunity to apply to another sponsor to transfer the
operation of the charter school. If the operation of the charter school is transferred to another sponsor, the
fifteen year period of the current charter shall be maintained. The sponsor shall make data used in making
renewal decisions available to the school and the public and shall provide a public report summarizing the
evidence basis for each decision. The sponsor may deny the request for renewal if, in its judgment, the
charter holder has failed to do any of the following:


Meet or make sufficient progress toward the academic performance expectations set forth in the
performance framework or any improvement plans.



Meet the operational performance expectations set forth in the performance framework or any
improvement plans.



Complete the obligations of the contract.



Comply with this article or any provision of law from which the charter school is not exempt.”
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CHAPTER 2
CHARTER SCHOOLS, ACCOUNTABILITY, AND INSTITUTIONAL
STABILITY
Introduction
As presented in Chapter 1, this study will investigate the process for considering
the renewal of charters by the ASBCS as the charters end their 15 year initial term. The
possible outcomes for these decisions include renewal without conditions, renewal with
conditions, and denial. The Board overtly considered the academic performance,
operational compliance, and financial viability of the charter holders, and this study will
use multinomial logistic regression to determine the relative weight given to each factor. I
also hypothesize that some factors not overtly considered, including the socioeconomic
level of the school population, the grades served by the school, and the number of
specific amendments made to the charter over the course of the initial term, might have
an influence over and above the overtly considered factors, and my statistical analysis
will analyze whether these factors affect the probability of a particular outcome.
In this chapter, I will frame the policies and processes of the ASBCS in the
literature of school choice, accountability, academic performance, and charter
authorizing. I will also review the literature on institutional theory and new institutional
theory, which may illuminate the decisions made by charter operators as the renewal
decision approached.
To start with, however, I will present a brief summary of the conceptual and
ideological underpinnings of the movement that led to the emergence and widespread
adoption of charter schools by American states in the decades between 1990 and 2010.

26
Origins and Conceptual Underpinnings
Neoliberalism. Charter school promoters base their enthusiasm for independent,
publically-funded schools on two ideological foundations, a definition of democracy that
focuses on individual liberty rather than common good, and a sense that competitive free
markets are the most efficient and responsive means of providing services. These two
strands are conjoined in a socio-economic theory widely referred to as neoliberalism
(Apple, 2001; Thorsen, 2009; Wells, Slayton & Scott, 2002). Neoliberalism is a term
which is primarily used by progressive critics of deregulation, marketization, the
dismantling of the redistributive social safety net in Western democracies, but rarely used
by the promoters of these policies (Thorsen, 2009).
Thorsen (2009) attempts an objective overview of neoliberalism. He traces the
foundational ideas back to the classical liberalism of Smith and Ricardo in the 18th and
19th centuries. He describes how the term was first used in its current sense by postwar
European writers, Clos in France and Nawroth in Germany, to describe calls to return to
more laissez-faire approaches to government in the face of both totalitarianism and social
democracy. After the growth of the public sector during and after World War 2, driven by
Keynesian economic theories and progressive political movements, a neoliberal response
was marked by the election of Thatcher’s conservatives in the U.K. in 1979 and Reagan
in the U.S. in 1980. Thorsen cites Harvey as describing neoliberalism as “‘a theory of
political economic practices’ rather than a ‘complete’ political ideology” (p. 13). After a
long and thorough analysis of various strands of thought regarding neoliberalism, he
gives a useful definition which will be used throughout this study. He defines
neoliberalism as,
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a loosely demarcated set of political beliefs which most prominently and
prototypically include the conviction that the only legitimate purpose of
the state is to safeguard individual liberty, understood as a sort of
mercantile liberty for individuals and corporations. This conviction usually
issues, in turn, in a belief that the state ought to be minimal or at least
drastically reduced in strength and size… (Thorsen, 2009, p. 15).
Thorsen’s analysis primarily focuses on government economic policy, and does
not go into detail about its application to public education. He does quote Harvey in
making the point that a neoliberal would believe that “if markets do not exist (in areas
such as land, water, education, health care, social security, or environmental pollution)
then they must be created, by state action if necessary” (p. 12). Charter school proponents
(Allen, Consoletti, & Kerwin, 2009) refer to enabling legislation as opening up public
education to market forces, which corresponds to Thorsen’s and Harvey’s description.
Neoliberalism and school choice. The early proponents of the politico-economic
concepts that came to be known as neoliberalism, such as Hayek, Friedman, and Nozick,
were focused on macroeconomic social organization, and did not specifically focus on
education (Thorsen, 2009). One of the first and most influential papers to link a freemarket orientation to school effectiveness was written by Chubb and Moe in 1988. Their
study looked at factors widely accepted as enhancing school effectiveness, and compared
public and private schools. However, their innovation lay in the conceptual model they
promoted, that the democratic control that was a hallmark of American public education
was itself the environmental factor that reduced school effectiveness, and that exposure to
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market forces made private schools more attuned to parents and students, raising
outcomes (Chubb & Moe, 1988).
Chubb and Moe (1988) critiqued some of the assumptions that most educational
researchers and reformers seemed to be making in the 1980s from an institutional
perspective. They described the traits that good schools should possess, then noted that
“it is the institutional system itself, accepted by one and all, that tells us how these
desirable features are to be transmitted to the schools: from above” (p. 1066). In contrast,
they suggested that “our institutions, however, are core components of the very
environment that by open systems reasoning is likely to have caused the problems in the
first place” (p. 1066). In the vein of the neoliberal thinkers described above, they
questioned whether centralized, public, democratic intervention in production could ever
have a positive outcome (Whitty & Edwards, 2000).
In contrast to public schools, which have “huge and heterogeneous
[constituencies] whose interests are variously represented by formally prescribed
agents—politicians and administrators—at all levels of government” (Chubb & Moe,
1988, p. 1067), private schools, whether religious or secular, have “two important
institutional features in common: society does not control them directly through
democratic policies, and society does control them—indirectly—through the
marketplace” (p. 1067). This led the private schools to be responsive to the desires of the
direct participants—parents and students—rather than the local, state, and national
electorate which influenced public school decisions.
Chubb and Moe (1988) found that private schools of all types (divided into three
groups: Catholic, elite, and other) demonstrated significantly higher levels of factors that
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correlate with effectiveness than public schools, such as parental involvement, higher
academic expectations, experienced teachers, effective instructional leadership by
principals, student discipline, staff efficacy, and staff morale. Private schools also had
significantly lower levels of factors that correlate with lower effectiveness, such as
bureaucratic control, barriers to hiring and firing teachers, and focus on non-academic
goals. Private schools also tended to be smaller than public schools, and offer more
personalized service. The authors suggested that these differences were consciously
adopted by the private schools as a means of both differentiating themselves from public
schools and competing with a free service.
In their conclusion, Chubb and Moe (1988) cautioned that many of the reform
movements current at the time, often focusing on increased autonomy for schools, were
incompatible with democratic institutional control, and not likely to have much effect.
They recommended “some sort of voucher system, combining broad democratic guidance
with a radical decentralization of resources and choice” as “one [alternative] that might
transform the public schools into different, more effective organizations, while still
leaving them truly public” (p. 1085).
Chubb and Moe’s (1988) ideas had numerous critics, both on methodological and
policy grounds (Tweedie, Riley, Chubb, & Moe, 1990; Witte, 1992; Bryk & Lee, 1992).
Tweedie criticized the assumptions underlying Chubb and Moe’s study, especially the
focus on politics and markets, and the exclusion of institutional factors in determining the
patterns of educational attainment in public and private schools (Tweedie et al, 1990).
Riley, in the same article, questioned the assumptions made by Chubb and Moe that the
main reason parents choose private schools is for improved academics, citing the large
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proportion of private schools in the U.S. affiliated with a religious denomination, which
he sees as a stronger motivation for the choice of a private education (Tweedie et al,
1990). Witte (1992) criticized the methodologies used by Chubb and Moe in their booklength follow-up to their initial article (1990), which included details of the sample and
methodology summarized in the 1988 article. He found that the sample of private schools
used by Chubb and Moe combined elite schools with Catholic schools, with the weight
given to elite schools overstating their proportion of private school students (Witte,
1992). Witte also identified weaknesses in the achievement outcome variable, and found
their analysis exaggerated the differences in learning between public and private school
students (Witte, 1992). Bryk and Lee (1992), in addition to pointing out many of the
same methodological weaknesses as Witte (1992), found that the errors uniformly
favored the a priori beliefs of the researchers, and provided little empirical support for
the policy recommendations advanced by the authors.
However, as Whitty and Edwards (2000) describe, the work of Chubb and Moe
(1988, 1990) was influential among both Conservatives in the U.K. and Republicans in
the U.S. While Chubb and Moe (1988, 1990) advocated vouchers, a concept first
advanced by Adam Smith in 1776, and later promoted by free-market proponent Milton
Friedman, their arguments also supported other school choice reforms, such as public
school open enrollment, magnet schools, home schooling, and charter schools (Wells,
Lopez, Scott, & Holme, 1999; Powers & Cookson, 1999; Sweetland, 2002).
Charter Schools
The charter school concept, in which school districts, state education authorities,
or other similar governmental bodies authorize the formation of schools independent of
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local school districts, came out of a wave of school choice reform following civil rights
movement of the 1960s, which also included tuition vouchers, magnet schools, and open
enrollment plans (Wells, Lopez, Scott, & Holme, 1999; Sweetland, 2002). All were
designed to give students and parents choice in publically-funded education, particularly
the ability to leave ineffective schools, and to seek institutions with pedagogical,
disciplinary, and social policies that matched their own values (Wells, Slayton, & Scott,
2002).
The concept of charter schools was originated by Budde (1988). He first proposed
the idea in a 1974 article that had little impact in the field. However, with the increasing
popularity of neoliberal ideas in the 1980s, particularly following the “A Nation at Risk”
report, a reprint of the article in 1988 attracted substantial attention (Nathan, 1996;
Kolderie, 2005). Budde’s (1988) original concept was designed to remove layers of
bureaucracy within public school districts. Groups of teachers, possibly a whole school or
a group within a larger school, would formulate a plan for curriculum, discipline, and
pedagogy, which they would submit directly to the district’s Board of Education. If
approved, the teachers would be granted a charter to operate autonomously for a 3 to 5
year period, receiving funding directly, and avoiding supervision by the principal or
central office. Parents could choose the charter group’s offerings or the regular program.
In Budde’s vision, over 10 years, the district structure would be replaced by charter
groups reporting directly to the Board, with the central office providing clerical and
facilities maintenance support. However, Budde did not call for inter-district school
choice, nor for charters to be issued by agencies other than established districts. Instead,
his proposal was a means to reduce the bureaucratization of large districts (Budde, 1988).
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The concept got a major boost in 1988 when Albert Shanker, president of the
American Federation of Teachers, building on Budde’s concept, called for autonomous,
teacher-organized public schools, and used the term ‘charter’ (Shanker, 1988; Nathan,
1996; Smith, Wohlstetter, & Brewer, 2007; Holyoke, Henig, Brown, & Lacireno-Paquet,
2009). Charter schools became the school choice compromise between neoliberal
Republicans, who wanted to promote autonomous, market oriented schools, and
progressive Democrats, who worried that vouchers would be used to fund religious
schools (Wells, Grutzik, Carnochan, Slayton, Vasudeva, 1999; Sweetland, 2002;
Fusarelli, 2002; DeBray-Pelot, Lubienski, & Scott, 2007). The first state law authorizing
charters passed in Minnesota in 1991, followed by California in 1992. The Arizona
legislature passed its law in 1994.
Charter school laws differ in the amount of freedom given to school founders and
leaders. In the more restrictive states, charter school numbers are capped, charters are
issued for relatively short periods of time (three to five years), and charters may only be
issued by school districts (Rotherham, 2007; Holyoke, Henig, Brown, & LacirenoPaquet, 2009). In more open states, with what advocates call “stronger” charter school
laws, numbers are not capped, charters are valid for up to 15 years, and there are multiple
agencies that can grant charters (Wells, Grutzik, Carnochan, Slayton, & Vasudeva, 1999;
Milliman & Maranto, 2009). This has lead to significant variation both between states
and within states over charter school funding, quality, and achievement.
Charter school academic performance. Over the last 20 years, many studies
(e.g. Nelson, Berman, Ericson, Kamprath, Perry, Silverman, & Solomon, 2000; Solmon,
Paark, & Garcia, 2001; Eberts & Hollenbeck, 2002; Fuller, Gawlik, Gonzales, Park, &
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Gibbings, 2003) have addressed the impact of charter schools on student achievement. In
general, they found little evidence that charter school outcomes are significantly better or
worse than those of traditional public schools. However, this collection of studies
indicates some of the problems with making sweeping judgments about a movement as
diverse as charter schooling. These challenges include the differences between states’
authorizing legislation and assessments, the politically-charged nature of school choice,
and the difficulty in attributing student achievement to any factor or factors with only, at
best, quasi-experimental methods.
The first primary challenge, which has shaped much of the peer-reviewed
research, is the variation between the states in who can authorize a charter school, how
many charter schools can exist, how long charter schools have before they must renew
their charter, what standards must be met to qualify for renewal, and how progress is
measured (Shober, Manna, & Witte, 2003; Hill, Angel, & Christensen, 2006; Allen,
Consoletti, & Kerwin, 2009). There is also a great deal of variation in the contents and
rigor of state assessments, used by many researchers to compare student progress
between charter and traditional public schools (Betts & Tang, 2008). Many researchers
focus on charter schools within a particular state (Solmon, Paark, & Garcia, 2001; Eberts
& Hollenbeck, 2002; Bettinger, 2005; Sass, 2006; Bifulco & Ladd, 2006; Witte et al,
2007) or a particular city (Witte et al, 2007; Booker, Gill, Zimmer, & Sass, 2009; Teh,
McCullough, & Gill, 2010).
Results have been mixed. One of the first studies to report significantly better
results for charter schools than for charter schools was by Solmon, Paark, and Garcia
(2001). They looked at the Stanford Achievement Test, 9th Ed. (SAT9) scores for students
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in Arizona between 1997 and 2000. These tests were given in reading and math in grades
3 through 12, and the students were measured longitudinally, analyzed using ANCOVA
methods. They noted that in the first year of charter attendance, students experience a
decline in scores, which has been replicated by several other researchers (Booker et al,
2007; Zimmer, Gill, Booker, Lavertu, Sass, & Witte, 2009; Teh, McCullough & Gill,
2010). After the first year, they found charter school attendance had a significant positive
impact on reading scores, and a positive but not significant impact on math scores. They
note that it is difficult to obtain a comparable sample, since the fact that parents made a
positive choice to enroll their children in charter schools could imply a higher degree of
involvement than might be found in the students of the neighborhood district school. One
possible weakness of this study is that it was not published in a peer-reviewed journal,
but rather by the Goldwater Institute, an organization that has historically backed freemarket political reforms and school choice.
Other state-by-state studies have shown similar mixed but generally positive
results. Witte and colleagues (2007) found a low but positive impact on charter students
in Milwaukee (1998-2001) and Wisconsin (2000-2002). A RAND Institute study by
Booker and colleagues (2007) found no significant impact on elementary charter
students, but a positive impact on high school students in Chicago. On the other hand, a
number of single state studies have found that charter schools produce negative results
compared to traditional public schools. These studies include Sass (2006) in Florida
(lower in math, on par in reading), Bettinger (2005) in Michigan, Bifulco and Ladd
(2007) in North Carolina (particularly negative effect on African-American charter
students), Booker and colleagues (2007) in Texas, Eberts and Hollenbeck (2002) in
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Michigan, Hanushek and colleagues (2007) in Texas, and Hoxby and Rockoff (2005) in
Illinois.
A few studies have looked at results nationally. One of the more controversial was
authored by Nelson, Rosenberg, and Van Meter (2004) and published by the American
Federation of Teachers (AFT). The AFT had been an early proponent of charter schools
(Shanker, 1988), but tended to oppose the more neoliberal, non-district-based,
deregulated version that had emerged in the 1990s (Wells, 1999). In 2003, the U.S.
Department of Education (USDOE) administered the National Assessment for
Educational Progress (NAEP) for the first time to charter schools, with the expressed
intention of comparing the reading and math performance of charter and traditional
public 4th and 8th grade students. When the publication of the results was delayed twice,
Nelson and colleagues used publically-available NAEP data to perform the comparison.
The results published by the AFT indicated that charter school students scored
significantly lower on 4th grade reading and math and 8th grade reading, as well as having
fewer students achieve Basic or Proficient levels. There were neither areas nor subgroups
of charter students who scored significantly higher than their district school2 peers
(Nelson et al., 2004). The delayed government report, when published, confirmed these
results, although with less significance attached (USDOE NCES 2005). A further analysis
of the data using hierarchical linear modeling (Braun, Jenkins, Grigg, & Tirre, 2006) also
found charter school performance to be, at best, no better than district schools, and, at
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Researchers have used various terms to represent public schools operated by school districts as distinct

from public schools operated through charters. For consistency in this study, they will be referred to as
‘district schools.’
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worst, significantly lower. Mixed and insignificant results were also reported by Zimmer
and colleagues (2009) comparing data from eight states, and by Betts and Tang (2008), in
a review of literature. Even Greene, Forster, and Winters (2003), writing for the freemarket advocate Manhattan Institute, could only find positive impacts on student
achievement in two of 11 states reviewed.
The Center for Research on Educational Outcomes at Stanford University
(CREDO, 2009) conducted what seems to be the largest-scale analysis of charter schools
in 16 states, which collectively include 70% of charter school students. They found that
only 17% of charter schools show math gains that are significantly above traditional
public schools, while 37% are significantly lower, and 46% are indistinguishable.
However, their results also were mixed, depending on demographic factors. Charter
elementary students did significantly better, but high school students worse. Students in
poverty had better gains in charter schools, but Blacks and Hispanics had significantly
lower gains. English language learners did significantly better in charter schools than in
traditional public schools.
In 2013, CREDO published a follow-up study that included current data from all
16 states studied in 2009, and from 11 states that had introduced or expanded charter
school availability since 2009, resulting in data from states that represent 95% of charter
school students in the U.S. (CREDO, 2013). In pairing charter school students with
statistically similar district school students, they compared growth made by students over
time. In the 16 states studies in 2009, charter schools showed overall increases in both
math and reading, though while the differences between charters and district schools are
significant, they differ by .01 standard deviations. When all 27 states are considered, the
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results of charter students show a gain of 22 days of learning in reading when compared
to district schools, and no difference in math. Students in poverty, English language
learners, and students with disabilities tend to do better in charter schools, while students
not in poverty tend to do better in district schools. Individual state results varied widely,
with Arizona charter school students losing the equivalent of 22 days of learning in
Reading and 29 days of learning in Math compared to district school students in Arizona.
Crane, Huang, and Barrat (2011) analyzed reading and math proficiency levels
among subgroups of Arizona students based on 2009 AIMS tests, given to students in
grades 3 through 8 and in grade 10. They disaggregated school data based on
race/ethnicity, English language learner (ELL) status, disability status, and economic
status for district and charter schools. They also divided students by age into elementary
(grades 3-5), middle (grades 6-8), and high school (grade 10). When looking at student
proficiency rates for both reading and math, charter school students dropped consistently
by age, irrespective of race/ethnicity, disability status, economic status, or ELL status.
Similar findings were reported for district schools, with the exception that ELL middle
school students had a higher proficiency level in both reading and math than ELL
elementary students.
While studies that look at charter schools in the aggregate have generally shown
mixed in student achievement compared to district schools, anecdotal reports describe
high-performing charter schools. The USDOE (2004) reported on attributes of eight
charter schools from around the country which had demonstrated high student
achievement over several years. They found that these schools all demonstrated a clear
mission.
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At the heart of each charter school is a well-conceived and powerful mission, a
shared educational philosophy that guides decision-making at every level. The
spirit of the mission appears in slogans on hall placards, banners, and T-shirts and
resounds in chants, assemblies, and informal conversations (USDOE, 2004, p. 6).
To meet this mission, the schools studied all chose distinctive structures which
differed from those found in the traditional public schools they competed with. These
distinctive structures will be covered in more detail in a later section. Of the eight
schools, five had over 50% of their students qualifying for free or reduced-price lunch, a
widely-used indicator of low socio-economic status. Those five also had well over 70%
minority students. This indicates that some schools charter schools are having success
with populations that have traditionally lagged in the American educational system. The
issue of equity and discrimination has long been a major point of contention in the public
and academic debate on charter schools.
Charter Schools and Equity
Many studies have established a link between socioeconomic status (SES) and
educational attainment in the United States. White’s classic 1982 meta-analysis of 101
studies found that when the unit of analysis of a study was the student, the correlation
was fairly weak (.25, SD = .160), but when the unit of analysis was aggregated, such as at
the school level, there was a strong correlation between SES and academic achievement
(.68, SD = .184). A replication of White’s meta-analysis conducted by Sirin (2005) on
literature published between 1990 and 2000 similarly found a medium level of
association at the student level (.28, SD = .19) and a large degree of association at the
school level (.60, SD = .22).
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Several reports and studies on charter schools (Manno, Vanourek, & Finn, 1999;
Nelson et al, 2000; Lacireno-Paquet, Holyoke, Moser, & Henig, 2002; Buckley &
Schneider, 2005; Heaggens, 2006; Renzulli, 2006; Bancroft, 2008; Garcia, McIlroy, &
Barber, 2008) have used a social justice lens to analyze the impact of these institutions on
underserved populations. These studies investigated such issues as segregation, resource
allocation, and the prior status of students choosing charters over traditional public
schools.
Many charter schools were founded with a mission to serve urban, at-risk, and
otherwise less successful students, so it is not surprising that charter populations often
mirror the demographic profiles of their neighborhoods in much the same way that
district schools do (Solmon, Paark, & Garcia, 2001; USDOE, 2004; National Charter
School Research Project, 2007). Nelson and colleagues, analyzing data for the USDOE,
found that 69% of charter schools are not racially distinct (which they defined as within
20% of the non-white enrollment) of the district in which they are situated. Several
studies, however, found that charter schools tend to be significantly more segregated than
the district schools they compete with. Frankenberg and Lee (2003) found that across the
country, 70% of black charter students are in intensely segregated (>90% minority)
schools, compared with 34% of students at district schools, though they did not find as
stark results for Latino students. Weiher and Tedin (2001) found that students whose
parents chose charters in Texas ended up in schools with populations between 11% and
14% more like themselves than the schools they came from, whether white, black, or
Latino. While these studies suggest that charters have less diversity than traditional
public schools, Abowitz (2001) suggests that, from a critical perspective, this may be
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empowering “disenfranchised educational publics” (p. 168).
Several studies have compared the students who enroll in charter schools with
those that attended their home district school to see if the charter students are more likely
to succeed. Lacireno-Paquet and colleagues (2002) found that in Washington DC, charter
schools are as likely to serve special education and low-SES students, but less likely to
serve those with limited English proficiency. Buckley and Schneider (2005) examined
whether students in Washington, DC charter schools were inherently harder to educate
than those in district schools. They found that charter schools in DC enroll a significantly
higher proportion of low-SES students, a similar proportion of special education students,
and a significantly lower proportion of English language learners. Garcia, McIlvoy, and
Barber, (2008) found that students in Arizona who transfer to charters had lower levels of
prior academic achievement than those who stayed at their home school or chose another
district school. There appears to be little evidence to support the early fear that charter
schools would “siphon off those students who, because of favorable background
circumstances will be easier and perhaps less costly to educate” (Lacireno-Paquet et al,
2001, p. 146).
One study that looked specifically at variation in funding and achievement was
published by Fuller, Gawlik, Gonzales, Park, and Gibbings (2003). The authors used
quantitative data from the National Center for Educational Statistics, which surveyed
over 1,000 charter principals and 2,900 charter teachers in 1999-2000 regarding staffing,
resources, segregation, teacher preparation, and other measures of school quality. They
found that there was significant inequality among charters, and that schools aimed at
Black students had fewer resources and less qualified teachers than others. They found
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that charter schools that were started from scratch had, on average, fewer resources and
more uncertified teachers than schools that had converted to charter status from an
existing district school. The data this study used did not connect resources or school
environment to student achievement, so it is unclear if the inequities documented
impacted students.
Garcia (2008) examined student data regarding charter school and district school
students in Arizona to determine whether charter schools were more segregated by race
or by academic achievement than district schools. He found that the type of school
impacted whether a charter school was less diverse than the district school the student
would have attended, with back-to-basics and college prep schools being in general less
diverse than district schools, while Montessori, traditional, and at-risk charters were in
general more diverse, with academic diversity more apparent than racial diversity. While
he found little overall evidence that parents of high-achieving White students were
segregating themselves in charter schools, he did call for Arizona charter authorizers to
investigate segregation the schools they sponsor.
Charter school laws and accountability. Since the first legislation authorizing
charter schools was passed in Minnesota in 1991, 42 states and the District of Columbia
have passed statutory frameworks for establishing charter schools. However, the details
of how states structure the charter school sector differ widely.
Eckes, Plucker, and Benton (2006) analyzed the 194 charters that has been
revoked or not renewed by the fall of 2002. They report that many charter laws are vague
on the standards for measuring performance, and many charter authorizers have been
reluctant to disrupt the parents and students who have chosen the school despite poor
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performance. The authors reviewed statutory language from 41 states, and found that
some states had clear statutory language regarding charter revocation and non-renewal.
Reviewing case law, they identified three cases that illustrated the benefits of clear
statutory guidelines. The authors identified Arizona statue regarding charter revocation as
“giv[ing] fairly specific guidelines for the process that should be used” (p. 556).
Finnigan (2007), looking at the balance between autonomy and accountability in
six states, found that many charter schools have much less autonomy that might be
assumed from the state statute, especially those partnered with Education Management
Organizations or Community-Based Organizations. Even within one state, Arizona, one
case study site reported high levels of autonomy, while another reported low levels. She
also reports that increased accountability requirements since the passage of No Child Left
Behind has resulted in the increased centralization of accountability, with a possible
corresponding decrease in autonomy.
Institutional Change to Avoid Scrutiny
As publicly-funded entities operating in competition with long-established school
districts, and serving the children of voters, charter schools face a degree of scrutiny not
found in many other deregulated fields (Shober, Manna, & Witte, 2006). As such, when
faced with unsatisfactory outcomes in academic performance, enrollment, or fiscal
stability, charter schools may be expected to embrace strategies to improve their positions
both with prospective students and with regulators (Lubienski, Gulosino, & Weitzel,
2009). Examining how organizations adapt to internal and external pressures provides
insight into choices made by charter holders.
Institutional theory. Institutional theory was first proposed by Selznick (1957) to
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account for ways in which organizations, when observed, diverged from the efficient
models of carrying out the organizations’ prime tasks, referred to as the technical
elements, in ways which did not increase technical efficiency. Organizational theorists
dating back to Weber (1947) had seen bureaucratization as a means of achieving
maximum technical efficiency in carrying out the aims of the organization. Selznick
proposed that the nature of human competition and cooperation within and between
organizations causes certain processes or structures to become ‘institutionalized’, or
“infuse[d] with value beyond the technical requirements of the task at hand” (p. 17, italics
in original). Individuals or groups with power in an organization, whether formal or
informal, can perpetuate an institution as a means of gaining or preserving that power.
For example, teachers’ associations in most American districts have succeeded in
institutionalizing seniority as a key criterion for compensation and retention of teachers.
While there is some evidence that experienced teachers are more effective in improving
student outcomes in novices, the way seniority is used in practice is not tied to any
measure of the technical efficiency of the teachers. Seniority as an institution has been
infused with value beyond its technical utility, as it promotes loyalty to the district and
the association, reinforcing existing power structures.
New institutionalism. Selznick’s focus was within organizations, and his model,
based on institutions forming within organizations based on the actions of internal power
structures, implies that these institutions should be fairly idiosyncratic when compared
between organizations. However, by the 1970s, many observers had noted that
institutions that served similar functions in different organizations were remarkably
similar, especially among organizations within a particular field (Meyer & Rowan, 1977;
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DiMaggio & Powell, 1983). Meyer and Rowan (1977) first proposed a modification to
Selznick’s model in which successful institutions in high-status organizations within a
field become legitimated (widely accepted as legitimate due to their association with the
high-status organization), and the adoption of these structures, as opposed to creating
idiosyncratic ones, provides stability and buffers organizations from criticism.
Organizations attempting to innovate face scrutiny internally and externally, and must
defend innovative practices by pointing to gains in technical efficiency. In areas where
technical efficiency is difficult to demonstrate, there is pressure to use legitimated
structures from high-status organizations. This theoretical viewpoint came to be referred
to as new institutionalism.
The use of externally legitimated templates by multiple organizations within a
field is referred to in the literature as isomorphism, “a constraining process that forces
one unit in a population to resemble other units that face the same set of environmental
conditions” (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983, p. 149). This is a process by which organizations
with little direct connection become similar in structure. DiMaggio and Powell (1983)
identified three mechanisms of institutional isomorphic change. The first, coercive
isomorphism, results from organizations within a field facing legal or economic pressure
to conform. For example, public schools, including charters, face regulation in many
areas by state education authorities. These forces are generally beyond the immediate
control of school leaders. For example, coercive isomorphism leads to schools of
differing sizes, types, and populations using similar systems for reporting enrollment and
attendance to the state education agency.
Another mechanism identified by DiMaggio and Powell (1983) is normative
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isomorphism, which they describe as predominantly a result of professionalization. This
mechanism has not has a significant role in K-12 education due to the primacy and
diversity of state regulations for entry into the field, as opposed to the self-regulating
bodies seen in other professions, such as the American Bar Association controlling entry
into the legal field.
A significant mechanism for isomorphism is mimetic isomorphism. This process is
a response to uncertainty, such as when the relationships between technical action and
desired outcome are unclear, a situation that neatly describes education. Innovation can
be an expensive, difficult process, while “the advantages of mimetic behavior in the
economy of human action are considerable; when an organization faces a problem with
ambiguous causes or unclear solutions, problemistic search may yield a viable solution
with little expense” (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983, p. 151). Schools and school districts,
faced with many problems that have ambiguous causes and unclear solutions, have
mimetically adopted many institutional structures to buffer them from criticism, such as
parent/teacher organizations, standard textbooks, letter grades, and professional
development structures. Many structures that are currently coercive, such as content
curriculum standards or Carnegie units, may have developed from mimetically
legitimated institutions that were legislatively adopted.
Neo-institutionalism. By the 1990s, studies using new institutionalism as the
theoretical lens had found that, while isomorphism described evolutionary change within
organizations, many organizations successfully implemented structures that distinctly
deviated from the legitimated norms of their field. New institutional theory did not seem
to offer a mechanism to account for these outliers. Greenwood and Hinings (1996)
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proposed a model they called neo-institutionalism. While retaining the isomorphic model
of new institutionalism to describe what they referred to as convergent change (change in
the direction of becoming more like other organizations within the field), they proposed
returning to Selznick’s (1957) original model to account for radical change, or change
that departs from legitimated templates. While the process of isomorphic change can be
almost subconscious, radical change requires the agency of a leader or power group
within an organization. Greenwood and Hinings’ study investigated the accounting
industry, finding evidence of radical change that did not fit the new institutional theory of
Meyer and Rowan (1977) and DiMaggio and Powell (1983). Two other studies, by Kraatz
and Zajac (1996) and Levy (2006) also examined the limits of new institutionalism.
Kraatz and Zajac (1996) analyzed the course offerings of 631 private liberal arts
colleges between 1971 and 1986, and found little evidence of isomorphic behavior.
Instead of following trends set by high-status members of the field by focusing on
humanistic, non-vocational courses, many of the less prestigious colleges responded to
market pressure by professionalizing and vocationalizing their curricula. By the end of
the study period, the schools were significantly more diverse in their offerings than they
had been at the beginning. Kraatz and Zajac concluded that their findings were not
consistent with new institutionalism, but did conform to the older institutional theories of
Selznick (1957), indicating that individual agency within organizations appeared present.
A more recent study by Levy (2006), examining the growth and diversity of
private higher education in three countries: Argentina, China, and Hungary. Levy reflects
that DiMaggio and Powell (1983) wrote at a time when state control (coercive
isomorphism) in many fields had been increasing for decades. However, the global trend
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towards deregulation since them has lead to a great decline in coercive isomorphic forces,
which have not been replaced by a similar degree of mimetic or normative isomorphism.
Levy suggests that new institutional theory might be useful for explaining what
similarities do occur among organizations within a field, but that a diversity of goals
within a field is likely to lead to a diversity of structures.
While the studies of Kraatz and Zajac (1996) and Levy (2006) described above
focus on the relatively unregulated field of higher education, public K-12 education in the
United States is still closely regulated by state agencies. Due to the coercive isomorphism
of state laws and educational bureaucracy, and mimetic isomorphic pressure of serving a
diverse body of stakeholders, those dissatisfied with how their interests are
accommodated in district schools have little scope for action. As Greenwood and Hinings
(1996) describe, “intense pressure for change arising from dissatisfaction with
accommodation of interests will not lead to radical change, unless dissatisfied groups
recognize the connection between the prevailing template (which shapes the distribution
of privilege and disadvantage) and their position of disadvantage” (p. 1035). With the
advent of charter school laws, many educators have seen an opportunity to shape an
educational organization to accommodate their interests (Nelson et al, 2000).
Institutional barriers to sustainability. Huerta and Zuckerman (2009) examine
the structure of charter schools using an institutional lens. These authors acknowledge
how the publically accepted definitions of successful education are often those defined by
the traditional bureaucratic, institutionalized structures, such as graduation rate, number
of certified teachers, and test scores, which are only loosely coupled (Weick, 1976) to
educating children, the actual mission of schooling. These authors found that many
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charter school founders were primarily interested in the technical environment of schools,
that is, the teacher actions and student outcomes. However, these founders also must
operate within a community of parents, students, and taxpayers that values many of the
legitimated templates of traditional education, providing pressure for conformity.
Huerta and Zuckerman propose the use of micro-institutional analysis, which
looks at individuals or groups championing new or alternative models of organization.
Since charter legislation removes some of the coercive isomorphic pressure exerted on
district schools, these individuals or groups have more agency to diverge from
legitimated institutions. However, when they attempt radical change, they lack the
buffering of these established structures, making them more directly vulnerable to
criticism from stakeholders and outside observers if the technical outcomes do not
indicate success. This would increase the level of mimetic isomorphic pressure. As
Huerta and Zuckerman state:
In our framework, we posit that accounting for the influence of microlevel actor
agency will allow us to better understand how institutionalized scripts, which lead
new school organizations to succumb to the isomorphic forces of the wider
institutional environment, are interpreted and adapted by local actors. (Huerta &
Zuckerman, 2009, p. 426)
Huerta (2009) examined a particular California charter which exhibited a process
of succumbing to isomorphic pressure as a result of unsuccessful technical outcomes.
Starting up a school outside the traditional district framework was such an unexpectedly
overwhelming task that survival, rather than implementation of ambitious reforms,
became the primary focus of teachers and administrators. As several years passed and
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none of the initial goals had been met, pressure from the chartering authority lead to the
adoption of traditional structures. For example, one initial goal of the school had been
democratic governance, with teachers fulfilling many of the traditional administrative
roles. However, this put demands on the time of the teachers that reduced their selfperceived effectiveness in the classroom, resulting in a desire to return to the traditional
loosely-coupled structure of schools with clear-cut administrative roles buffering teacher
instructional activities. When the school went to renew its charter, it adopted a more
traditional governance structure and measures of effectiveness.
Since laws authorizing charters were first passed 20 years ago, 657 charter
schools have closed, mostly due to lack of financial resources due to poor enrollment,
mismanagement, or failure to make academic progress (Allen, Consoletti, & Kerwin,
2009). Many schools that continue operation have failed to demonstrate any difference in
achievement than traditional public schools (Heaggens, 2006). As public schools of
choice, funded by states based on enrollment, charter schools depend on students and
parents to actively enroll and stay to maintain funding, so these institutional barriers put
up major obstacles to stability (Heargreaves & Goodson, 2006; Tyack & Tobin, 1994).
Charter Renewal in Arizona
The law authorizing the formation of charter schools in Arizona was passed in
1994. This law (Arizona Revised Statute §15-181 et. seq.) allowed the State Board of
Education (SBE) and school districts to authorize charter schools, as well as creating an
independent authorizing body, the Arizona State Board for Charter Schools (ASBCS, the
Board). The law initially followed the practice of Minnesota and other early adopters
(Hassel & Terrell, 2004) in providing for renewable charter contracts of 5 years, but in
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1996, legislation changed the term of future contracts to 15 years, and added 15 years to
all extant contracts. With the passage of this legislation, the expiration date of Arizona’s
earliest charters became July 20, 2011.
Over the next 10 years, the charter school landscape in Arizona evolved. Whereas
the original legislation had allowed school districts to authorize charter schools anywhere
in the state, in 2000, the law was changed to limit school districts to authorizing charters
within their boundaries. This, combined with the lack of a dedicated funding stream for
authorizing activities, led most districts to withdraw from charter authorizing. In 2003,
the SBE suspended further authorizing, turned oversight of existing charters to the
ASBCS, and announced that any SBE-authorized charter seeking renewal would need to
transfer to a different authorizer. By 2006, the ASBCS authorized or provided oversight
for 348 of 355 charters and 462 of 469 charter schools.
According to Martha Morgan, Director of School Accountability for the ASBCS
(personal communication, April 15, 2013), in the fall of 2006 Board staff started planning
for the first round of charter renewals that needed to commence at least one year before
the expiration of the earliest charters in July 2011. The process included reviewing the
statutory basis for renewal and proposing revisions, reviewing practices in other states,
reviewing the data available on Arizona charters regarding academic performance,
operational compliance and financial viability, and seeking outside expertise and support
in developing and implementing the renewal process. At the annual conference of the
Arizona Charter School Association in 2006, the Board “facilitated an open forum with
current charter operators, who will soon make renewal decisions, and gathered input
relating to the suggested criteria and processes for renewal” (ASBCS, 2007, p. 3).
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One step in the process was for the Board to apply for a State Leadership for High
Quality Charter Schools grant from the National Governors Association (NGA). The
proposal was developed by Board staff in conjunction with the office of the Arizona
Governor, and the Governor’s P-20 Council. The proposal, submitted on March 21, 2007,
identified the primary objective of the grant as “to create a timeline, development
processes and draft rule that will guide the Charter Board to develop a renewal process by
2009” (ASBCS, 2007, p.5).
At the same time, the Board, working with the Arizona Charter Schools
Association, applied to participate in the Building Charter School Quality project, funded
by the U.S. Department of Education and organized by the Colorado League of Charter
Schools, the Center for Research on Educational Outcomes (CREDO) at Stanford
University, the National Alliance for Public Charter Schools, and the National
Association of Charter School Authorizers (NACSA).
Within the ASBCS, development of the renewal process and criteria was overseen
by the Policy, Rules & Contracts Subcommittee (PRCS), and supported by Board staff.
Over the course of 11 meetings, from August 16, 2007 to July 30, 2009, the PRCS
reviewed the data available to determine whether the charter holder had met the statutory
guidelines of “improved pupil achievement” and “additional academic choice” (A.R.S.
§15-181).
Pupil achievement data available in 2007 included the Arizona Learns (AZL)
profile, whether the school had made adequate yearly progress (AYP) under the No Child
Left Behind Act of 2001, and student scores on the Arizona Instrument to Measure
Standards (AIMS) assessments in reading and math, tracked since 2001. Both the AZL
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and AYP metrics focused primarily on the status of the school based on the results of a
single year assessment, referred to as a status measure (Carlson, 2006). Status measures
of schools tend to undervalue schools which effectively serve a challenging population.
The PCRS was interested in finding a measure that would give credit to schools that were
raising student performance toward meeting grade-level expectations. Using longitudinal
AIMS scores, the PRCS proposed to look at student growth over time, and reviewed
several models of tracking growth.
Tracking student growth. The PRCS considered two models of measuring
student growth at the school level, each of which has been discussed in the literature. The
criterion-referenced approach (Betebenner, 2008b) starts with a student’s scale score on
an assessment at a specific point (e.g. 3rd grade Reading), and determines what scale
score the student would need to achieve proficiency at a target point (e.g. 6 th grade). The
difference between the target proficiency score and the student’s starting score, divided
by the number of years between the points, gives the number of scale points a student
would need to improve each year to meet the target. Student assessment scale scores in
subsequent years would be compared to the improvement target to determine if adequate
growth was being made.
The norm-referenced approach, as used in Colorado (Betebenner, 2007), compares
the longitudinal growth made by a student starting at a certain scale score with the growth
of other students who started at the same scale score. This model gives each student a
percentile ranking denoting amount of year-to-year growth compared to peers. According
to the author, this model has an advantage in that percentile rankings are well understood
by educators and parents. Another advantage he notes is that student growth percentiles
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are uncorrelated to prior achievement, which allows schools serving a disadvantaged
population and state agencies to measure the impact of the educational program against
other programs serving similar populations. It was this model that was adopted by the
ASBCS in 2008 (ASBCS, 2010a).
A variation of either variety of growth model that has been comparatively well
described in the literature is the value-added model. Ligon (2008) describes a valueadded model as a growth model in which certain factors (e.g. SES, prior performance) are
controlled for, allowing the value added by another factor (e.g. school program, teacher)
to be determined. Value-added models such as the Tennessee Value Added Assessment of
Teachers (TVAAS) (Ballou, Sanders & Wright, 2004) are often used in evaluation or
compensation systems. Rubin, Stuart, and Zanutto (2004) described many of the
challenges with using value-added models to infer and assess causal effects of teacher or
school inputs, and advocated using such measures in a purely descriptive manner. Based
on a review of the literature and recommendations from participants in the NGA grant
program, the ASBCS adopted academic performance measures including the use of the
SGP method of measuring growth at the meeting of September 28, 2009 (ASBCS,
2009b).
Operational compliance. A second area of concern to the Board was the history
of compliance by the charter holder with state and federal statutes, administrative Rule,
and the provisions of the charter contract. In most states with laws authorizing charter
schools, sponsors may revoke or not renew charters if there is “material violation of the
provisions of the charter… or a violation of any laws that have not been exempted by the
charter” (Eckes, Plucker, & Benton, 2006). Hassel & Herdman (2000) find that 88% of

54
charter schools must report compliance with state and federal regulations. Consoletti
(2011) found that 24% of charter schools that had closed had done so due to
mismanagement.
Over time, the Board has adopted various policies regarding the oversight of
operational compliance. In 2004, the Board adopted a policy that identified actions that
would be taken by staff when allegations of non-compliance were received. That policy
identified three possible consequences the Board could impose, including withholding
10% of state funding, notifying the charter holder of the intent to revoke the charter, and
negotiating a consent agreement as a corrective action (ASBCS, 2004). In 2009, the
Board adopted a policy regarding compliance monitoring, and identified areas where staff
would check compliance status when charter holders wished to amend the charter
contract (ASBCS, 2009a). When the Board adopted a renewal application process in
2010, it specified that staff would conduct a thorough review of legal and contractual
compliance over the term of the charter, which would be communicated to the Board in a
renewal report at the time of Board consideration (ASBCS, 2010b).
Financial viability. A third area of concern to the Board in making renewal
decisions was the financial viability of the charter holder. Unlike traditional school
districts, with the authority to raise revenue through levying taxes, charter schools operate
more as government contractors, provided a fixed sum per pupil, and needing to manage
personnel, facility, and operational costs from those funds (Renzulli, 2005). Consoletti
(2011) found that 41.7% of charter school closures nationally were due to financial issues
such as failure to attract sufficient enrollment, with an additional 4.6% of closures being
due to facility issues.
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In Arizona, the Board requires charter holders to submit annual audits by
qualified, independent auditors (A.R.S. §15-183 (E) (6)). The renewal application
adopted by the Board in 2010 required consideration of the previous two years of
financial performance information. If the charter holder’s audits indicated either a going
concern or negative net assets, the charter holder was required to submit a detailed
business plan with budgets.
Amendments to charter contract. The charter contract signed by the Board and
the charter representative includes descriptions of the academic program, governance
structure, and business plan as described in the charter application (A.R.S. §15-183).
Once the charter contract has been signed, it may be amended if both parties agree
(Arizona Administrative Code (A.A.C.) R7-5-401). Changes to the contract that do not
represent a substantial change in policy or practice are referred to as “notifications,” and
may be approved by the Executive Director of the ASBCS, while amendments that do
represent a significant change in policy or practice must be approved by Board action
(ASBCS, 2013).
Amendments requiring Board approval include the following:


Changing the grade levels authorized to the charter,



Adding an online distance learning program,



Changing the entity holding the charter,



Changing the legal status of the charter-holding entity (e.g. from for-profit to
non-profit, from partnership to corporation),



Changing the mission of the charter holder (e.g. from a focus on credit
recovery for at-risk students to a focus on college-preparatory instruction),
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Changing the number of instructional days served,



Changing the program of instruction (e.g. from classroom-based to computerbased instruction),



Requesting an exception to Arizona procurement law, and



Requesting an exception to the Uniform System of Financial Records for
Arizona Charter Schools (USFCRS) (ASBCS, 2013).

Each of these amendments represents a change that a charter holder might choose
to make once operation of the charter school or schools had begin and the initial plan for
operation described in the application proved restrictive to growth, resulted in operational
difficulty, or did not lead to the expected educational outcomes.
Summary
When considering charter holders for renewal after 15 years of operation, the
Arizona State Board for Charter Schools considered several pieces of data related to the
charter holders’ performance in academic, operational, and financial areas. However,
Arizona charter law gives charter holders significant autonomy in operation, and the
Board did not look at changes made by the charter holders to the structures and processes
of their organizations. Informed by institutional theory and its outgrowths, I will examine
whether isomorphic changes made by charter holders over their operational history
impact the outcomes of the renewal decision by looking at several variables which will be
further described in Chapter 3.
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CHAPTER 3
METHODOLOGY
This chapter presents the empirical framework for the investigation of the relative
influence of a charter’s historical performance factors, population factors, and
institutional stability on the outcome of renewal decisions made by the Arizona State
Board for Charter Schools (Board). Grounded in the understanding of charter school
structures and accountability, the literature on the impact on academic achievement in
students of SES and age, and theories of institutional behavior presented in Chapter 2, I
introduce three research questions to guide my inquiry into the linkage between
institutional modifications to charter contracts and successful renewal of charter
contracts. I describe the collection of data from public records regarding charter holders
in Arizona considered for renewal after 15 years of operation, as well as a discussion of
the variables. Finally, I conclude with a review of the methodology and analytical
approach.
This study proposes to use multinomial logistic regression methodology (Field,
2009), to determine the combined and separate effects of two or more continuous or
categorical independent variables on a single categorical dependent variable. In order to
determine these relationships, multinomial logistic regression methodology holds all but
one independent variable constant while determining the probability of a particular
outcome given known values of independent variables (Pampel, 2000). In this study, the
categorical dependent variable has three possible states: whether a charter holder was
renewed by the Board without conditions, whether it was renewed with a corrective
action plan as a condition of renewal, or the renewal application was denied. The
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independent variables, based on the review of the literature presented in Chapters 1 and 2,
include: the academic performance of the charter schools operated under the charter since
2006, the operational compliance of the charter holder, the financial viability of the
charter holder, the grades served by the charter holder, the SES of the population served
by the charter holder, and the number of institutional changes made to the charter prior to
the consideration of the Board.
Research Questions
In this study, I will investigate seven attributes of charter schools and their
correlation with the outcomes of renewal decisions made by the Board. Three of the
attributes, academic performance, organizational compliance, and financial viability,
were overtly considered by the Board in making their decision, and the relative impact of
the three will be investigated.
Research question 1: How much do academic performance, organizational
compliance, and financial viability account for the outcomes of Board decisions on
charter renewals in Arizona?
The two population attributes, SES and grades served, describe information
available to the Board which may have moderated their analysis of academic
performance.
Research question 2: How much did SES of the school population and the grades
served moderate a charter’s historic academic performance in determining the outcome of
Board decisions on renewing a charter?
As described in Chapter I, new institutional theory (Meyer & Rowan, 1977;
Greenwood & Hinings, 1983) posits that in a field with loosely-coupled outcomes,
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organizations would adopt legitimated structures to provide stability and buffer against
criticism. A study of successful charters (United States Department of Education, 2004)
found several schools that had retained its innovative structures. On the other hand,
Huerta’s (2009) case study describes a charter school which, demonstrating poor
performance, isomorphically diluted its innovative structures and practices and was able
to successfully renew its charter, although with conditions imposed by the authorizer.
Therefore, I propose in this study to investigate the degree to which schools that made
institutional changes to their structures and practices were successful in avoiding denial
of renewal. DiMaggio and Powell (1983) define organizational change as “change in
formal structure, organizational culture, and goals, program, and mission” (p. 149). Most
changes of these types by charter schools would require approval by the Board through
the amendment and notification process, making a record of these changes available to
researchers.
Research question 3: How influential was institutional stability over and above
the influence of academic performance, organizational compliance, and financial viability
on the outcome of Board decisions on charter renewal in Arizona?
Based on new institutional theory and literature on charter accountability, I
hypothesize that:


The variable most predictive of the outcome of the Board decision on charter
renewal in Arizona will be financial viability, followed by compliance action.



When financial viability and compliance action are controlled for, charter holders
with low academic performance will have a high probability of renewal with
conditions.
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Charter holders with low academic performance serving low-SES populations are
more likely to be renewed with conditions than denied when compared to charter
holders with low academic performance serving high-SES populations.



Charter holders with low academic performance serving middle and high school
grades are more likely to be renewed with conditions than denied when compared
to charter holders with low academic performance serving primary and
intermediate grades.



Charter holders with high institutional stability will show a high probability of a
defined outcome (renewal without conditions or non-approval) while charter
holders with a low institutional stability will show a high probability of a
conditional outcome (renewal with a corrective action plan).
The following section describes the public data available on charter renewals in

Arizona from which the sample is derived.
Data and Sample
Between June 2010 and November 2012, 121 charters approved between 1996
and 1998 were scheduled to be considered by the Board for renewal. 4 charter holders
chose not to submit a renewal application, to withdraw, or to surrender their charters
before consideration. Of the 117 charters considered by the Board for renewal, 55 were
approved without conditions, 50 were approved with conditions, and 12 were denied.
Data used by the Board in consideration of the renewal options, specifically
regarding the grades served, academic performance, operational compliance, and
financial viability of the charter holders, as well as the date the renewal application was
considered, may be found in the agendas and minutes of the Board meetings where these
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renewal decisions were considered, publicly available on the website of the ASBCS. Data
regarding the Title I program participation of charter holders is available on the website
of the Arizona Department of Education (ADE). Data regarding the institutional stability
of the charter holder is found in the charter holder’s public file, available at the office of
the ASBCS.
Data Collection and Preparation
The materials made available to the Board at the time of consideration of renewal
applications included both qualitative and quantitative data regarding academic
performance, operational compliance, and financial viability. While the language and
format of the executive summaries and document portfolios changed over time, the
substance of the information presented remained consistent over the time period. To
include this information in a calculation, the items that were qualitative have been
quantified. The process used in the quantification will be described in the discussion of
each variable below.
Data for this study were drawn from publicly-available records maintained by the
ASBCS, which includes all charters authorized by state agencies. 3 For each charter, a
paper file maintains the original charter contract, which includes the application, as well
as all amendments submitted before October 1, 2011. Records of more recent

3

As described in Chapter 1, the State Board of Education (SBE) is statutorily empowered to authorize

charters, and did so between 1995 and 2003. However, in 2003 the SBE decided that they would no longer
authorize new charters, and that all monitoring of SBE-authorized charters would be performed by the
ASBCS. The SBE would not renew any charters, and any SBE-authorized charter applying for renewal
would need to apply to transfer sponsorship to the ASBCS.
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amendments are available through the online database at the Board website.
Charters reviewed for this study include those that were approved in FY1996,
FY1997, and FY1998. Per Arizona Revised Statute (A. R. S.) §15-183 (I)(1), Arizona
charters become eligible for renewal 18 months prior to the fifteenth anniversary of the
first day of the fiscal year the charter school started operation, and by that same statute
the Board must approve or disapprove a renewal no less than 12 months prior to
expiration. All charters in this study went through the renewal process between 2010 and
2012. Charters that were revoked or surrendered prior to being notified of eligibility to
apply for the renewal process were not considered in this study, as similar data were not
publicly available.
The chart below shows the outcome of Board decisions regarding charter renewal
between 2010 and 2012:

Table 3.1
Outcomes of Charter Renewal Decisions by the ASBCS, 2010-2012

Renewal application considered by Board
Renewed without conditions
Renewed with conditions
Not Renewed

Number
117
55
50
12

Percent
100.0
47.0
42.7
10.3

Code
‘0’
‘1’
‘2’

Variables
Dependent variable. In this study, the categorical dependent variable is renewal
status, as shown in Table 3.1: and is coded as ‘0’ if a charter renewed without conditions,
as a ‘1’ if it renewed with conditions (a corrective action plan), or as a ‘2’ if not renewed.

63
This variable reflects action by the Board to renew, to require a corrective action plan as a
condition of renewal, or to deny renewal. The “Not Renewed” category includes 12
charters that were denied renewal by Board action.
Independent variables. Independent variables include variables addressing the
three areas specified by statute (A. R. S. §15-183 (I) (1)) for consideration in renewal
decisions: academic performance, organizational compliance, and financial viability. Two
moderating variables, SES and grades served, are also considered.
Academic performance. Academic performance is captured in four variables, QA
math, QA reading, QC math, and QC reading, which describe historical academic
performance. To understand how these variables were calculated, it is necessary to
understand how academic performance data were presented to Board staff when
determining eligibility for waiver of certain sections of the renewal application, and
presented to the Board in the executive summary prepared by staff. Student performance
results on the Arizona Instrument to Measure Standards (AIMS) assessments in
mathematics (math) and in reading were aggregated each year by the ADE at the school
level. The AIMS exams were first implemented in 2005, and accepted by the United
States Department of Education (USDOE) as fully complying with NCLB in spring 2006
(USDOE, 2006). For the purposes of evaluating the academic performance of charters,
the Board considered AIMS math and reading data from FY2007 forward. Data for Full
Academic Year (FAY) students4 attending each school operated under the charter is

4

FAY students are defined as enrolling in a school by the 10th day of the school year, and remaining

enrolled until taking the examination. As Math and Reading tests may be given on different days, a student
who counts as FAY for the first test administered may no longer be FAY by the administration of the second

64
aggregated into two data points: percent of students passing the test, and median student
growth percentile (SGP).
Student Growth Percentile (SPG) is based on the work of Betebenner (2004, 2007,
2008a, 2008b). In this model, a student’s scale score on the AIMS test in question (Math
or Reading) is compared to the scale scores of all other students in the state who started
from the same previous year scale score, and ranked using percentiles. The result is the
SGP figure, which shows what percentage of students who had the same scale score the
previous year had a lower current-year scale score. For all FAY students at a school site in
grades 4-10, the median SGP is reported by the Arizona Department of Education.
Consultants working for the Board plotted the Percent Passing and Median SGP
on a graph (see Figure 3.1 below). This graph has a vertical axis of Percent Passing, and a
horizontal axis of Median SGP. Each year represents one point, so trends over time can
be seen. The graph also has two lines dividing the field into quadrants. The horizontal
line is the state average percent passing for the most recent year, and the vertical line
represents the state median growth percentile for the most recent year. Each of these lines
is based on one of three categories of school: 1) schools that only offer grades 8 or lower
(ES), 2) schools that offer only grades 9 or higher (HS), and 3) schools that offer any
combination of grades including both ES and HS grade levels (K12).
In making renewal decisions, the board has considered the historical progress of
schools under a charter in meeting academic performance expectations. A school is
considered to be meeting academic performance expectations if the most recent data
point on the graph is in the upper right quadrant (labeled 4 in Figure 3.1). In considering

(ADE 2009, p. 13).
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the performance graphs of schools, the board has a hierarchy of outcomes based on the
quadrants.

2(b)

4

1

2(a)

Figure 3.1. Sample academic performance graph representing math scores at a school offering no grade
higher than 8, as presented in staff reports for consideration by Board when considering charter renewal
applications. Quadrant numbers have been added for illustration.

4: The school’s median SGP is at or above the state median SGP, and the school’s
percent passing is at or above the state average percent passing for schools
serving a similar grade range. This quadrant is defined as meeting academic
performance expectations.
2(a): The school has a percent passing below average, but the students show above
median growth. This often represents successful programs in underserved areas.
2(b): The school has a percent passing rate above the average, but is below the
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median on growth. This may represent a school with an advantaged population
where high scores are more due to parental advantage than to school
effectiveness.
1: The school has a below-average passing rate, and below-median growth. Schools
that score in this quadrant face increased scrutiny during interval reviews,
amendment requests, and renewal. 5
The graphs for Math and Reading were used by the Board to provide a holistic,
qualitative overview to the historic trends in academic performance of each school site
operated by a charter holder in comparison to statewide averages. According to Martha
Morgan, Director of School Accountability for the ASBCS (personal communication,
September 11, 2013), the Board’s level of adequate academic performance occurred in
Quadrant 4. School performance in Quadrant 2(a) drew questions from the Board
regarding what steps a charter holder was taking to improve the percentage of schools
passing the test. School performance in Quadrant 2(b) drew Board questions about what
steps a charter holder was taking to improve growth. For this reason, both quadrants are
being given a value of 2 in determining the variables described below.
To aggregate the academic performance occurring over several years by charter
holders that may operate several schools sites, two variables are proposed.
QA math and QA reading. The continuous variable QA (quadrant average) is
calculated by assigning a numeric value based on the above quadrant hierarchy to each

5

By statute (ARS §15-183), charter authorizers conduct a review of a charter’s performance every five

years. The same statute allows the charter holder to request amendment to the terms of the charter contract,
which must be approved by the authorizer.
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annual data point in each subject (math and reading) for each school site operated by a
charter. These values for each subject are averaged to provide a value ranging from 1 to
4. A school with a QA math score of 4 had all annual percent passing rates in math above
the state average, and all median growth percentile rates in math above the statewide
median for each year represented in the graphs presented to the Board (i.e. four years
with a value of 4 added together and divided by the number of years, 4+4+4+4=16/4=4).
This value captures the general performance level of the school, but does not indicate
improvement or decline over time. In the sample shown in Figure 3.1, the school has
three data points in quadrant 1, one in quadrant 2(b), and one in quadrant 2(a). The value
for QA math in this case is 1.4 (1+1+1+2+2=7/5=1.4). The same process is used for
calculating QA reading, using scores from reading graphs.
QC math and QC reading. To capture the change in performance over time, the
continuous variable QC (quadrant change) takes the quadrant value of the most recent
data point for a subject (math or reading) and subtracts the quadrant value of the earliest,
providing a range from -3 to +3. A school with a score in quadrant 1 in 2006 which had
improved to quadrant 4 by the time of consideration would have a score of +3 (4-1=3). A
school which had sustained performance in quadrant 4 would have a score of 0 (4-4=0).
In the sample shown in Figure 3.1, the school’s first and last data point are both in
quadrant 1, resulting in a QC math value of 0 (1-1=0). As a charter holder might operate
several schools, the QC score for a subject will use the median of all individual scores, as
this best reflects the overall impression of historical performance that would be observed
from viewing the graphs.
Organizational compliance. Executive summaries provided to the Board report
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three categories of organizational compliance information: 1) compliance matters
requiring Board or other agency action, 2) other compliance issues not resulting in Board
or other agency action, and 3) organizational membership. Each is being presented in a
variable.
Compliance action. The first category, compliance matters requiring Board or
other agency action, refers to matters that resulted in a significant penalty. Penalty
options available to the Board include 1) a $1,000 civil penalty per infraction, 2)
withholding of 10% of state funding until compliance is demonstrated, 3) a notice of
intent to revoke the charter, which requires notification of parents, or 4) entering into a
consent agreement with the charter holder, which can result in one of the first three
outcomes if specified corrective action is not taken on a specified schedule. Other state
agencies, including the Arizona Department of Education and Arizona Auditor General,
can impose penalties as well. In the executive summary, each instance of such a penalty
was identified. Due to the seriousness of the issues in this category, the continuous
variable Compliance Action is a numeric value counting the number of actions identified,
which can be zero and has no pre-specified upper limit.
Other compliance issues. The second category, other compliance issues not
resulting in Board or other agency action, provides information about issues with other
agencies, such as ADE Grants Management, which oversees federal funds such as Title I,
or a late annual report to the Arizona Corporation Commission (ACC). Compliance
matters listed in this category can be remedied by submitting the required material, and
are only checked when the charter holder requests an amendment to the charter, or at five
year intervals (see footnote 2). As these issues do not result in significant penalties, and
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even high performing charters can have issues in this category, the variable other
compliance issues is coded as a dummy variable, with “0” representing no compliance
issues noted, and a “1” indicating that issues were identified.
Organizational membership nonaligned. The final area of organizational
compliance listed in a renewal staff report relates to the charter holder’s organizational
membership. Charter holders are required to provide the Board with current membership
lists of all officers, directors, members, or partners (Principals) of the entity holding the
charter. They are also required to file this information with the ACC, if a corporation.
When a renewal application is submitted, Board staff compares the listings between the
Board database and the public records of the ACC. If there are any discrepancies, staff
notifies the charter holder. If the membership lists have not been aligned at the time of
consideration, this is noted in the staff report. Alignment is more than a simple report, as
charter holder Principals must possess a valid fingerprint clearance card from the Arizona
Department of Public Safety and provide verification of degrees earned, but lack of
alignment does not result in any specified penalty. Because of this, organizational
membership nonaligned is coded as a dummy variable, with a “0” indicating alignment at
the time of consideration, and “1” indicating lack of alignment.
Financial viability issues. In the staff reports provided to the Board at the time of
consideration of renewal, staff reviewed the previous two years of financial audits and
annual reports. If an audit indicated a going concern, or if an audit indicated that the
charter holder ended the year with negative net assets (or, for for-profit entities, negative
members’/shareholders’ equity), the charter holder was required to submit a detailed
business plan. The variable financial viability issues is a dummy variable, with “0”
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representing that the charter holder met the financial viability requirements, and a “1”
indicating that the charter holder was required to submit additional financial information.
Significant financial issues requiring Board or other agency action are captured in the
variable compliance action.
Institutional stability. As described in Chapter 2, applications for new charters
issued by the Board require the applicant to describe the mission of the organization,
program of instruction, grades to be served, location of the school or schools, governance
structure, leadership, calendar, and other details about the proposed operation. Once
approved, the application becomes part of the charter contract between the charter holder
and the Board. The contract can be amended with consent from both sides, through the
amendment and notification process. Records of these changes are kept in the public files
for each charter holder. The variable institutional stability counts the number of
amendments to the charter that imply a significant change to the operation of the school
(e.g. changing from teacher-delivered instruction to computer-delivered, changing the
charter holder entity from non-profit to for-profit, requesting exemption from Uniform
System of Financial Reporting for Charter Schools, etc.).The variable is continuous.
Moderating variables. When reviewing the information presented to the Board
when considering charter renewal applications, I identified three factors that may have
influenced the weight given to various aspects of charter performance, but which were
not overtly identified for consideration in the material. I have identified these factors as
potential moderating variables. These factors include 1) grades served by the charter
holder, 2) the size of the schools operated by the charter holder, and 3) the socioeconomic
status of the students served. Below I describe the rationale for considering each factor,
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the source of the data, and how the data were quantified or coded for inclusion in the
model.
Grades served. Crane, Huang, and Barrat (2011), in their analysis of charter
school student proficiency on high-stakes examinations in Arizona, found that the percent
of students testing as proficient dropped consistently with age, irrespective of ethnicity,
English Language Learner status, disability status, and economic status. However, the
graphs provided to the Board used state average scores and state median student growth
percentiles to distinguish the quadrants. Among schools not offering high school grades,
the quadrant lines were set by taking the central tendency of all Arizona public school
students in grades 3-8. A school offering only middle school grades might be expected to
consistently report lower scores than a school offering intermediate grades. To control for
whether the AIMS outcomes depended on the age of students tested, I created four
variables. AIMS testing is done in grades 3-8, and again in grade 10. As shown in Table
3.2, many charter schools serve grade ranges outside the traditional elementary, middle,
and high school grade ranges of district schools. The variables are:
K-2 Grades Served. The variable K-2 grades served is a dummy variable coded so
that ‘1’ indicates at least one grade in the range K-2 was served by the school at the time
of renewal, and ‘0’ indicates that none of these grades were served at that time.
3-5 grades served. The variable 3-5 grades served is a dummy variable coded so
that ‘1’ indicates at least one grade in the range 3-5 was served by the school at the time
of renewal, and ‘0’ indicates that none of these grades were served at that time.
6-8 grades served: The variable 6-8 grades served is a dummy variable coded so
that ‘1’ indicates at least one grade in the range 6-8 was served by the school at the time
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of renewal, and ‘0’ indicates that none of these grades were served at that time.
9-12 grades served: The variable 9-12 grades served is a dummy variable coded
so that ‘1’ indicates at least one grade in the range 9-12 was served by the school at the
time of renewal, and ‘0’ indicates that none of these grades were served at that time.
Socioeconomic Status. The correlation between socioeconomic status and
educational attainment has been well documented (White, 1982; Henderson & Berla,
1994; Sirin, 2005). To capture the impact of this, I recorded whether the charter holder
participated in the federal Elementary and Secondary Act (ESEA) Title I schoolwide
grant program. To receive funding to operate a schoolwide Title I program, a charter
school must have at least 40% of students identified as low-income (ADE, 2013). While
charter schools are not required to participate in Title I, and charter schools operated by
for-profit entities are not eligible, 84 of the 121 schools considered for renewal (69%) had
Title I eligibility confirmed by ADE. The variable Title I eligible is a dummy variable,
with ‘0’ indicating the charter holder was not eligible and ‘1’ indicating confirmed
eligibility.
Size. In a review of 57 studies on the effects of school size on student
performance, Leithwood and Jantzi (2009) found that smaller schools are generally better
in terms of student achievement and cost efficiency, especially for traditionally
underserved students. Another study looking at Hispanic students in Texas found results
that supported these findings (Zoda, Slate, & Combs, 2011). In this study, the continuous
variable Size represents the number of students enrolled by the charter on the 100 th day of
the final year before the consideration of renewal, with figures provided by the Arizona
Department of Education (ADE). Note that in Arizona, students in Kindergarten are only
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funded for a half day of instruction, so ADE reports Kindergarten students as 0.5 students
for enrollment purposes.
Methods
In this section, I discuss the basic analytic methods used for the study and provide a
rationale for the selection of the particular method.
Multinomial logistic regression. Logistic regression is used to determine the
combined and separate effects of two or more independent or predictor variables on a
single categorical dependent variable (Pampel, 2000). Logistic regression analysis
determines the probability of a given outcome given the presence of a single or multiple
independent variables. The effects of the dependent variables will be estimated as the
likelihood of resulting in a particular outcome, measured by log-likelihood (Field, 2009).
Multinomial logistic regression (MLR) is used when the dependent variable has
more than two possible states, and determines the best fit based on historical data that
minimizes residual errors. Variables will be entered sequentially in stages. In the first
stage, historical performance variables will be considered. In the second stage, population
variables will be added to the calculations. In the third stage, institutional stability will be
added. The outcome will determine the relative importance of the historical factors, if
population has an impact on consideration of academic performance, and whether the
model with institutional stability is a better predictor of charter renewal outcomes than
the model without. Finally, the results will provide illumination into the predictive value
of institutional stability on renewal outcomes.
The overall value of each of the models will be indicated by the R-statistic, which
indicates the partial correlation between the outcome variable and each predictor variable
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(Field, 2009). The value of R can range from -1 to 1, with a high positive number
indicating a high likelihood of the outcome as the variable increases, a number close to -1
indicating a correspondingly strong inverse relationship, and a number close to 0
indicating little contribution to the model.
In MLR, the odds ratio calculates the change in odds of a particular result when a
unit change in a variable occurs (Field, 2009). This is calculated by the odds of an
outcome after a unit change in the predictor variable divided by the odds of an outcome
before the change. A value of 1 indicates no change in the probability of an outcome, or
no effect. An odds ratio of >1 indicates the stronger the odds of an outcome occurring
with an increase in the predictor. An odds ratio of <1 indicates that an increase in the
predictor results in a decrease in the probability of the outcome occurring. The greater the
distance of the odds ratio from 1, the stronger the effect of the variable on the odds of the
event occurring (Pampel, 2000).
Reporting results of MLR. In MLR, the outcome categories of the dependent
variable are compared separately, each against the baseline outcome (Field, 2009). In this
study, the baseline outcome is ‘renewed without conditions.’ For the null model and each
independent variable, the logistic correlation coefficient B is given, along with the
standard error (in parentheses). Significance will be denoted with asterisks, using the
APA convention that a significance level p < .05 will have a single asterisk, p < .01 will
have two asterisks, and p < .001 will have three asterisks. These results will also be given
for any tested interaction. For each independent variable and interaction, the odds ratio
will also be presented, along with the lower and upper 95% confidence interval for the
odds ratio. As described above, the odds ratio indicates the strength of the impact of the
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independent variable on the outcome of the dependent variable.
Method of data analysis. In analyzing the data from charter school replications,
the forced entry method will be used with the IBM SPSS statistical package version 22
(Field, 2009). In this method, all predictors are grouped in one block. Parameter estimates
are calculated for the block at one time. MLR analysis will be run for subsets of the
variables tested at each stage based on type (e.g. academic performance variables,
operational compliance variables), as well as for interaction effects identified in the
hypotheses. Those variables and interactions that show a statistically significant
predictive value for either outcome will be retained in the combined model. A visual
representation of the testing procedure is presented in figure 3.2.
For each phase of MLR analysis, the results will be presented with two measures
of the substantive significance of the model, the model proposed by Cox and Snell, and
that proposed by Nagelkerke, which correspond to the R2 in linear regression (Field,
2009). Both figures compare the log-likelihood of the model to the log-likelihood of the
original, and result in a number between 0 and 1. A result of 0 indicates that the model
has no value in predicting the outcome, and a result of 1 indicates perfect predictive
value.
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The analysis will be run several times at each stage number of categories of
variables, and the combined model. In the first stage, the MLR analysis will be run four
times to correspond to the three categories of variables actively considered by the Board,
including: academic performance (QA math, QA reading, QC math, QC reading),
operational compliance (compliance action, other compliance issues, organizational
membership nonaligned), and financial viability issues. The combined model will then be
run including the variables that showed statistical significance, and interaction effects
identified in the hypotheses. The second stage will include moderating variables
including: grades served (K-2 grades served, 3-5 grades served, 6-8 grades served, 9-12
grades served), size, and Title I eligible, as well as runs including interaction effects and
the combined model. The third stage will add institutional stability to the others.
Limitations. A significant limitation to the generalizability of this study was my
method for aggregating academic performance data. One aspect of this limitation is the
disconnect between how data are reported and how renewal is considered. Data are
reported on a school level, and differentiated by subject (reading and math). Renewal
applications, on the other hand, are considered at the charter level, and a charter holder
might operate several schools under one charter. A school may have been operating for 15
years, and have five or six years of data, or may be in its second year of operation with
one year of data. As the unit of analysis for this study was the charter, it was necessary to
aggregate the data from multiple years and possibly multiple schools into a discrete and
uniform number of variables. The aggregation process may have obscured outlying data
points that may have influenced Board decisions, but to capture the details of each case
would require a qualitative review of meeting minutes and recordings which was beyond
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the scope of this study.
Another limitation, as noted in my description of the materials provided to the
Board at the time of renewal consideration, is that the format and emphasis of data graphs
and executive summary reports evolved over the three years under investigation. These
changes may have impacted the relative weight given to each piece of evidence by the
Board during consideration.
Summary
This study examines the renewal practices of the ASBCS. It analyzes the data
available to the Board at the time of renewal, and investigates the influence of population
and institutional stability on renewal outcomes. The results will help guide charter
holders as they enter the final five years before renewal, as they weigh actions they can
take to improve the likelihood of successfully applying to the Board for a 20-year
extension of their charter contract. It will also allow the charter holders to understand
what historic performance issues are likely to result in a corrective action plan. This
analysis will also illuminate for the Board the extent to which population factors
influence consideration of academic performance, which could result in modifications to
policy.
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CHAPTER 4
FINDINGS AND MULTINOMIAL LOGISTIC REGRESSION RESULTS
The Arizona State Board for Charter Schools uses the renewal process as an
opportunity to evaluate the quality of the contracted educational services it oversees. As
described in Chapter 1, the Board considers measures of three broad areas of performance
(academic, operational, and financial) in making the decision of whether to renew a
charter for 20 years, and if renewed, whether to require a corrective action plan to remedy
deficiencies. In this phase of the study, I will report on the findings of an analysis,
including an evaluation of the relative historical weight given to these overtly-considered
factors in the decision-making process, whether population or institutional factors, which
were not overtly considered, significantly predict the outcomes of the renewal process,
and whether changes to the charter identified by institutional theory predict the outcome
of the renewal decision.
During the course of regular operation, Board staff monitors the status of the
academic, operational, and financial variables. Academic performance is monitored when
the results of the state-mandates AIMS (Arizona Instrument to Measure Standards)
assessments are made public annually by the Arizona Department of Education (ADE).
Operational compliance is monitored at five-year intervals, as well as any time a charter
holder requests a change to the contract involving expansion, including increasing the
enrollment cap, adding approved grade levels, or adding a new site, among others.
Financial performance is monitored through an annual financial statement and
independent audit, which also reviews compliance with financial regulations, such as
Federal Title I and Title II grant requirements. In the portfolios prepared by Board staff
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for the Board’s consideration, the results of this oversight are summarized, as described
in Chapter 3. It is important to note that there are no defined thresholds on any measure
which would automatically consign a charter to any specified outcome: the Board has full
statutory discretion to renew, deny renewal, or renew with conditions.
Based on the model and methodology outlined in the previous chapter, I will
investigate the three research questions identified in chapter three through analysis of the
information about charter performance available to the Board. As the population served
by the charter school has the potential to impact the performance measures, I will test
whether Socio-Economic Status (SES, as measured by Title I eligibility), the number of
students served by the charter, and age of the students served (as measured by the grade
levels approved for the charter) impact the outcome. In order to test for the influence of
institutional stability on the renewal outcome, I will test whether the changes made to the
charter in the last four years preceding the renewal decision impact the success of a
school in meeting the Board’s expectations for renewal.
Prior to conducting the analysis, I looked into the extent of missing data. Due to
the size of the data set and the fact that I had compiled it myself from public records,
rather than relying on an existing data set, I was able to identify the extent of missing data
without relying on statistical measures. The only missing data were academic
performance data for one of the 117 schools which served only grades K-2, as AIMS
testing starts with grade 3. I have removed this one record from the data set.
As a first step in the analysis, I will present observed differences between the
variables for the three groups of charters: those renewed without condition, those
renewed with conditions, and those denied.
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The primary analytic technique that I use to investigate my research questions is a
multinomial logistic regression analysis conducted in three sequential stages. This allows
me to assess the change in the B statistic for each set of variables, over and above the
previous set, entered sequentially into the analysis. First, I introduce the variables related
to academic, operational, and financial performance presented directly to the Board for
consideration. Second, I enter the variables related to the population served by the charter
school, which may have impacted consideration but were not explicitly identified by the
Board as factors in determining renewal status. Third, I enter the variable related to the
institutional stability of the charter holder in addition to the other variables modeled in
steps 1 and 2. I examine the significance of the change in the B statistic which will
indicate the change in probability contributed by each variable.
Question 1: Impact of overtly considered variables on renewal outcome
Descriptive statistics. The multinomial logistic regression analysis for research
Question 1 looks at the likelihood of particular renewal outcomes being influenced by the
independent variables. The outcome of “renewed without conditions” represented the
most common of the outcomes (46.6%), and was treated as the reference category.
Because the variables QC reading and QC math were continuous variables with values
from -3 to 3, I transformed each by adding 3 (to QCR positive and QCM positive) so that
the range would be 0 to 6, to avoid anomalies that might occur studying interactions
involving negative numbers. Descriptive statistics regarding the variables used in the
analysis of Question 1 are presented in Tables 4.1 through 4.4.
The categorical variables considered in Question 1 include the dependent variable
and independent variables addressing operational compliance and financial viability.
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Table 4.1 shows their overall frequencies. 90% of the charters considered for renewal
were approved, with just under half of those being assigned a Performance Management
Plan (PMP) as a corrective action plan. 10% of the charters considered for renewal were
denied. In the gathering of data, I found that 4 of the 12 charters that were initially denied
were later approved on appeal. However, since they were initially denied by the Board
when considered in the same context as the other cases, I am coding these four cases as
denials.

Table 4.1
Frequency of Categorical Variables Addressing Overtly Considered Information and
Renewal Outcomes
Variable
Outcome
Approved (0)
Approved with PMP (1)
Denied (2)
Other compliance issues
No issues noted (0)
Issues noted (1)
Organizational membership nonaligned
Membership Aligned (0)
Membership Not Aligned (1)
Financial viability issues
No issues noted (0)
Issues noted (1)
Total

n

%

54
50
12

46.6
43.1
10.3

10
106

8.6
91.4

101
15

87.1
12.9

62
54
116

53.4
46.6

The two categorical independent variables representing organizational compliance
showed opposite frequencies. Other compliance issues, which identifies whether the
charter holder had compliance issues but corrected them before Board action was taken,
shows that over 90% had issues noted. On the other hand, almost 90% had their
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organizational membership aligned at the time of consideration (between what was
reported to the ASBCS and what was reported to the Arizona Corporation Commission).
Finally, just under half of the charters had financial issues noted. Table 4.2 indicates the
frequencies of these independent variables when cross-referenced with the dependent
variable conditions.
Table 4.2
Relative Frequencies of Categorical Variables by Renewal Outcome

Variable
Other compliance issues
0
1
Organizational
membership nonaligned
0
1
Financial viability issues
0
1

Approved
Count
%

Outcome
Approved with
PMP
Count
%

Denied
Count
%

7
47

13.0%
87.0%

3
47

6.0%
94.0%

0
12

0.0%
100.0%

52
2

96.3%
3.7%

43
7

86.0%
14.0%

6
6

50.0%
50.0%

36
18

66.7%
33.3%

20
30

40.0%
60.0%

6
6

50.0%
50.0%

When disaggregated by outcome, some differences can be seen. While a sizeable
majority (87%) of charter approved for renewal without conditions had minor compliance
issues noted, this frequency is lower than for charters approved for renewal with a PMP
(94%). This is not necessarily to be expected, as the PMP is an action plan designed to
address low academic performance, rather than operational compliance issues. However,
it is possible that there is a linkage between a lack of operational capacity and a lower
academic result, which is reinforced by noting that 100% of charters denied renewal had
minor compliance issues identified for the Board in their consideration.
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The other categorical variable addressing organizational compliance,
organizational membership nonaligned, shows a similar trend. Only 2 of the 54 charters
renewed without conditions (3.7%) had a lack of board membership alignment at the time
of renewal. However, 14% of charters renewed with a PMP, and 50% of those denied
renewal, were not able to bring the reported membership of their corporate boards into
alignment between what was reported to the Arizona Corporation Commission and to the
ASBCS in the six months between notification and consideration. This task is not as
simple as just filing a list of names—the ASBCS required charter holder board members
to obtain fingerprint clearance cards from the Arizona Department of Public Safety, to
submit background information and consent for a background and credit check, and
provide verification of educational attainment, any of which can delay processing of a
membership update. Still, the inability to accomplish alignment in a timely fashion could
indicate deeper issues of organizational capacity.
The one independent variable which captures financial viability, financial viability
issues, does not show such a clear-cut pattern. One-third of charters renewed without
conditions had financial issues noted, and a higher proportion of those renewed with a
PMP (60%) had financial issues that the proportion of those denied (50%). One possible
explanation arises from the nature of the issues that are identified in the executive
summary prepared for the Board, on which this variable is based. A charter holder was
identified with financial viability issues if either of the two most recent annual audits
shows either a going concern (unresolved issue) or year-end negative net assets. While
the going concern may result from a lack of organizational capacity, the negative net
assets can result from expenses incurred to support expansion as well as from poor
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financial management or an unexpected decrease in enrollment. Thus, a financial issue
can be noted for growing, well-regarded charters as well as for charter holders with issues
that might result in lower organizational sustainability.
In addition to the categorical variables considered in Question 1, several of the
independent variables reflecting information provided to the Board were coded as
continuous variables. Descriptive statistics and discussion of those findings are presented
in Tables 4.3 and 4.4.

Table 4.3
Descriptive Statistics for Continuous Variables used in Question 1
Variable
QA math
QA reading
QCM positive
QCR positive
Compliance action

n
116
116
116
116
116

Min
1.0
1.0
0.0
0.5
0.0

Max
4.0
4.0
6.0
6.0
8.0

M
2.54
2.58
2.99
3.06
0.56

SD
.95
1.04
1.07
1.08
1.21

Four of the variables used in the MLR analysis of Question 1 address the way
academic performance was presented to the Board for consideration. As described in
Chapter 3 (see p. 55), each school’s state standardized assessment results were presented
graphically, with separate graphs tracking the math and reading scores for the previous 3
to 5 years, since 2007. Each year’s data for a school was aggregated into a data point
plotted on a grid showing the percent of students passing on the y-axis and the median
student growth percentile on the x-axis. These points were plotted in the context of the
state average percent passing and median growth percentile, which formed four
quadrants. As charters considered for renewal later in the period of the study had more
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years of data, and charters with multiple school sites had graphs for each, I found it
necessary to aggregate data from math and reading into two variables. The first (QA
math, QA reading) averages the quadrants shown by each year’s data point. This number
could range from 1 (showing that all data points were in quadrant 1, passing rate below
the state average and growth below the state median) to 4 (showing that all data points
were in quadrant 4, passing rate above the state average and growth above the state
median). The mean for QA math was 2.54 (SD = 0.95), and the mean for QA reading was
2.58 (SD = 1.04), both indicating average performance about halfway between the
extremes.
As the graphs provided to the Board showed the academic performance trend over
time, which could have impacted the consideration of whether to deny renewal or impose
a PMP as a condition of renewal, the variables QCM positive and QCR positive take the
quadrant of the most recent data point and subtracts the quadrant of the first data point.
This can lead to a range of +3 (started in quadrant 1, improved to quadrant 4) to -3
(started in quadrant 4 and declined to quadrant 1), with a school exhibiting stable
performance showing a score of 0. However, in order to remove any calculation issues
that might arise from conducting MLR analyses of interaction effects using a continuous
variable including negative numbers, I transformed the original variable by adding 3, so
the range became 0 (started in quadrant 4 and declined to quadrant 1) to 6 (started in
quadrant 1, improved to quadrant 4), with stable performance being represented by a
value of 3. Both the variables had means very close to the midpoint representing stability
(QCM positive: M = 2.99, SD = 1.07; QCR positive: M = 3.06, SD = 1.08).
The final continuous variable was compliance actions. While the other variables
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coding operational compliance were dummy variables, indicating whether issues had
been noted or not, due to the detail with which compliance issues resulting in action by
the Board or other state agency, I decided to count these actions, with a range of from 0
actions to 8 actions taken in the period covered by the report. The mean of 0.56 (SD =
1.21) shows that many charters had no compliance actions reported.
The descriptive statistics for these variables broken down by the dependent
variable, renewal outcome, are presented in Table 4.4. These include the results of a oneway ANOVA to determine whether the variance between the group means is significant.
The two variables addressing average performance over time (QA math, QA
reading) both show a marked decline as the outcome becomes less welcome to the
charter holder (i.e., Approved with PMP, Denied). The charter holders approved for
renewal without conditions, in math, showed a range from 2 to 4, indicating that even the
most poorly performing school was above quadrant 1, and a mean of 3.3, indicating
consistent performance in the high-passage, high-growth quadrant 4. The ANOVA
indicates that the variance between the groups is significant (p < .001).
The statistics for reading for this group were similar. However, the mean for both
math and reading for the charters approved with a PMP were 1.9, indicating a majority of
the scores were in one of the two Quadrant 2s (high-growth, low-passage or highpassage, low-growth). The mean scores for the charters denied renewal were even lower,
at 1.8 for both measures, with the maximum scores below 3.5. The ANOVA for QA
reading also indicated that the variance between group means was significant.
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Table 4.4
Descriptive Statistics of Continuous Variables Considered During Renewal by Renewal
Outcome

Approved (n = 54)
Variable
QA math
QA reading
QCM positive
QCR positive
Compliance
action

M
3.3
3.4
3.1
3.0

Min
2.0
1.6
1.0
1.0

Max
4.0
4.0
6.0
6.0

0.3

0.0

3.0

Outcome
Approved with PMP
(n = 50)
M
Min
Max
1.9
1.0
4.0
1.9
1.0
4.0
2.9
0.0
5.0
3.1
0.5
6.0
0.5

0.0

5.0

ANOVA
Denied (n = 12)
M
1.8
1.8
2.6
3.2

Min
1.0
1.0
0.0
1.0

Max
3.2
3.4
5.0
6.0

p
.000
.000
.278
.835

2.0

0.0

8.0

.000

The number of compliance actions also differed noticeably between the three
groups. Those renewed without conditions averaged 0.3 compliance actions, with a
maximum of 3. Those renewed with a PMP averaged 0.5 actions, with a maximum of 5.
Finally, those denied averaged 2 compliance actions, with a maximum of 8. The number
of compliance actions appears to be a strong predictor of denial, with the variance
between group means shown to be significant through ANOVA. However, to determine
whether these variables significantly predict the outcome, I used multinomial logistic
regression analysis, as described below.
Multinomial logistic regression analysis. To determine to what extent the
information regarding academic performance, operational compliance, and financial
viability considered overtly by the Board in making renewal decisions directly impacted
the outcomes of the decision, I first analyzed the three categories of information
separately.
Academic performance. The variables describing the academic performance over
time (QA math, QA reading, QCM positive, QCR positive) were entered into the MLR
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model using the outcome Approved as the reference point. The results are shown in Table
4.5.
Since the first stage of the MLR analysis is focused on parameters that the Board
identified as important and overtly considered in making renewal decisions, it is not
surprising that several academic variables showed a significant correlation to an outcome
other than renewal without conditions. The goodness of fit of the model incorporating
only academic measures, as shown by the Pearson χ2, is 141.74 (p = .99), and the
Deviance is 112.83 (p = 1.00). The high p-value indicates that the predicted values are not
significantly different from the observed values (Field, 2009). The model’s R2, is .57
using the Cox and Snell method, and .67 using the Nagelkerke method, which both, at
above .50, indicate a high substantive significance for the model (Field, 2009).

Table 4.5
Change in Probability of Renewal Outcome Due to Academic Performance over Time

B (SE)
Approved with PMP vs. Approved
Intercept
9.49 (2.04)***
QA math
-2.02 (0.59)**
QA reading
-1.46 (0.44)**
QCM positive
-0.46 (0.28)
QCR positive
-0.29 (0.27)
Denied vs. Approved
Intercept
9.44 (2.49)***
QA math
-2.72 (0.85)**
QA reading
-1.44 (0.63)*
QCM positive
-0.98 (0.63)*
QCR positive
0.71 (0.43)

95% Confidence Interval for Odds Ratio
Lower
Odds Ratio
Higher

.04
.10
.37
.79

.13
.23
.63
1.34

.42
.55
1.10
2.28

.01
.07
.15
.87

.07
.24
.38
2.03

.35
.82
.92
4.76

Note: R2 = .57 (Cox & Snell), .67 (Nagelkerke). Model χ2 = 98.53, p <.001. * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001.
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When comparing the likelihood of being assigned a PMP as a condition of
renewal as opposed to renewal without conditions, several aspects of academic
performance showed significant predictive value. The highest of these as for average
math performance over time (QA math), where an increase in the variable by 1 decreased
the likelihood of being assigned a PMP by 87% (B = -2.02, p < .01). Reading
performance (QA reading) had a similar effect, with a 77% reduction in the probability of
being assigned a PMP with every increase in the variable by 1 (B = -1.46, p < .01). Of
note is that a pattern of improvement over time, as captured by QCM positive and QCR
positive, did not show a statistically significant reduction in the likelihood of being
assigned a PMP. As the PMP is a corrective action plan specifically aimed at academic
performance, these results are not surprising.
When looking at denial compared to approval without condition, the results were
similar. Performance in math showed an even stronger predictive value, as an increase of
1 reduced the chance of denial by 93% (B = -2.72, p < .01). Reading performance showed
a similar but less significant effect, with a unitary increase in performance reducing the
likelihood of denial by 76% (B = -1.44, p < .05). In the case of denial, an increase in math
performance over time by 1 also decreased the likelihood of denial by 62% (B = -0.71, p
< .05). The change in reading performance over time did not show a significant predictive
value, and will not be included in further analysis.
Operational compliance. Three variables addressed the record of operational
compliance by the charter holder, reflecting how information on this topic was presented
to the Board for consideration. The most serious examples of non-compliance, which
required Board action, are counted by the continuous variable compliance action, which
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has a range from 0 to 8 (M = 0.56, SD = 1.21), indicating that few charter holders had
more than one such action. The variable other compliance issues is a dummy variable
where a 1 indicates the charter holder was notified of areas of non-compliance, but
addressed them in a timely fashion. Only 10 of 116 (8.6%) had no compliance issues
noted, and the number of such issues was not provided to the Board. The final
compliance variable, organizational membership nonaligned, is a dummy variable
identifying charter holders who, several months after being notified of the discrepancy,
had not brought the membership of their corporate boards into alignment as reported to
the ASBCS and the Arizona Corporation Commission. Only 15 of 116 charter holders
(12.9%) were in this category. The analysis of the predictive value of these factors on the
renewal outcome is shown in Table 4.6.
None of the variables representing operational compliance had significant
predictive value for whether a charter holder would be assigned a PMP, which aligns with
the PMP as a corrective action plan solely focused on academic performance. However,
two variables did have significant predictive value for whether a charter renewal would
be denied. Each compliance action taken by the Board in the 5 years prior to
consideration increased the likelihood of denial by 86% (B = 0.62, p < .05). Having the
organizational membership aligned at the time of consideration reduced the likelihood of
denial by 94% (B = -2.78, p < .01). Both of these indicate that the Board had serious
concerns when a charter holder could not stay in compliance with provisions of law and
the charter contract.
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Table 4.6
Change in Probability of Renewal Outcome Due to Operational Compliance

B (SE)
Approved with PMP vs. Approved
Intercept
1.23 (0.85)
Compliance action
0.16 (0.27)
Other compliance issues = 0
-0.86 (0.75)
Organizational membership
-1.41 (0.85)
nonaligned = 0
Denied vs. Approved
Intercept
0.39 (0.96)
Compliance action
0.62 (0.31)*
Other compliance issues = 0
-19.20 (0.00)
Organizational membership
-2.78 (1.00)**
nonalign = 0

95% Confidence Interval for Odds Ratio
Lower
Odds Ratio
Higher

.69
.10

1.17
.42

1.96
1.83

.05

.24

1.28

1.01
.00

1.86
.00

3.42
.00

.01

.06

.44

Note: R2 = .19 (Cox & Snell), .22 (Nagelkerke). Model χ2 = 24.43, p <.001. * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001.

Financial viability. The final area considered by the Board in renewal
considerations was the financial viability of the charter holder organization. If issues were
noted in the previous year’s audit and financial report, the charter holder was required to
submit financial information addressing the issues as part of the renewal application. A
dummy variable, financial viability issues, was coded as 1 if the charter holder was
required to submit this additional financial information. The impact of financial issues on
the outcome of the renewal decision is described in Table 4.7.
When considering whether the Board would impose a PMP on a charter holder as
a condition of renewal, having financial viability issues noted in the staff report increased
the likelihood of a conditional renewal by 67% B = -1.10, p < .01). This is an unexpected
finding, as a PMP is a corrective action plan specifically addressing academic
performance issues. The significance of this finding suggests that investigation of any
interaction effects between academic performance and financial viability may be
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warranted. Financial viability issues did not provide significant predictive value when
considering denial versus approval. This is also somewhat surprising, though Table 4.2
shows that, among the 12 charters denied renewal, exactly 50% had no financial
concerns.

Table 4.7
Change In Probability of Renewal Outcome Due to Financial Viability Issues

B (SE)
Approved with PMP vs. Approved
Intercept
0.51 (0.30)
Financial viability issues = 0 -1.10 (0.41)**
Denied vs. Approved
Intercept
-1.10 (0.47)*
Financial viability issues = 0 -0.69 (0.65)

95% Confidence Interval for Odds Ratio
Lower
Odds Ratio
Higher

.15

.33

.74

.14

.50

1.77

Note: R2 = .06 (Cox & Snell), .07 (Nagelkerke). Model χ2 = 7.58, p <.05. * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001.

Combined Model. The next step of investigating Question 1 was to incorporate all
variables that had shown significance in an earlier stage into one model. Due to the
unexpected significance of the financial issues variable in predicting renewal with PMP, I
tested for an interaction effect between financial viability issues and QA math, QA
reading, and with both QA variables. The main effect variables were all entered into the
model through forced entry, with the interaction effects analyzed through a backwards
elimination stepwise model.
This model was made up of variables which have shown significance when
analyzed with only other variables measuring the same area. During the backwards
elimination of the interaction effects, financial viability issues x QA math and financial
viability issues x QA math x QA reading were removed as not a significant contributor to
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the overall model, while financial viability issues x QA reading was retained. The
goodness of fit of the model, as shown by various means of calculating the R2, is .65 (p =
1.00) using the Cox and Snell method, and .77 (p = 1.00) using the Nagelkerke method,
which both indicate a high substantive significance for the model. The high p-value of the
model (χ2 = 122.18, p < .001) indicates that the predicted values are not significantly
different from the observed values (Field, 2009).
For renewal with a PMP as a corrective action plan, as compared to renewal
without conditions, only two variables in the combined model showed predictive
significance. The likelihood of the PMP outcome increased based on a lower average
academic performance in Math over time (QA math), with B = -1.79 (p < .01), and on a
lower average academic performance in Reading over time (QA reading), with B = -2.10
(p < .01). In both cases, the relationship between the independent variable and the
outcome variable was negative, indicating that a lower average academic performance
over time significantly increased the likelihood of being assigned a PMP as a condition of
renewal. With the math variable, a reduction in the average quadrant value for the charter
holder results in an 83% increase in the likelihood of being assigned a PMP, while a
decrease in the reading quadrant value by 1 results in an 88% higher likelihood of being
assigned a PMP, both strong predictors. As a PMP is a corrective action plan only for
academic performance, it is not surprising that this relationship exists. However, the
variable that shows change over time (QCM positive) did not show a significant
relationship with the outcome variable, indicating that improving academic performance
over time did not significantly impact the likelihood of being assigned a PMP as a
condition of renewal. The variables involving operational compliance and financial
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viability likewise did not show a significant impact on the likelihood of renewal with a
PMP. As discussed earlier, this is not unexpected, as the PMP is a corrective action plan
addressing only academic concerns. However, the significance of the financial viability
issues variable, seen when analyzed independently, did not persist in the combined
model, either alone or interacting with reading performance.

Table 4.8
Predictive Value of Factors Considered by Board in Renewal Decisions

B (SE)
Approved with PMP vs. Approved
Intercept
11.59 (2.92)***
QA math
-1.79 (0.58)**
QA reading
-2.10 (0.78)**
QCM positive
-0.29 (0.26)
Compliance action
-0.25 (0.31)
Organizational membership
-0.19 (0.03)
nonaligned = 0
Financial viability issues = 0
-2.66 (1.00)
Financial viability issues = 0
0.82 (0.98)
x QA reading
Denied vs. Approved
Intercept
8.17 (3.74)*
QA math
-0.92 (0.72)
QA reading
-1.86 (1.10)
QCM positive
-3.17 (1.54)
Compliance action
0.56 (1.20)
Organizational membership
-2.39 (1.08)
nonaligned = 0
Financial viability issues = 0
-1.45 (0.62)
Financial viability issues = 0
-4.77 (1.35)*
x QA reading

95% Confidence Interval for Odds Ratio
Lower
Odds Ratio
Higher

.05
.03
.45
.41
.09

.17
.12
.75
.78
.83

.52
.57
1.25
1.46
7.58

.00

.07

12.93

.34

2.27

15.33

.05
.02
.28
.77
.01

.40
.16
.67
1.56
.14

2.94
1.34
1.64
3.16
1.76

.39

7622.21

.00

.00

1.50E8
1.00

Note: R2 = .65 (Cox & Snell), .77 (Nagelkerke). Model χ2 = 122.18, p <.001. * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001.

For denial, as compared to renewal without conditions, no single variable
significantly predicted the outcome of the renewal decision. However, the interaction of
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QA reading and financial viability issues did have a significant predictive value.
Interaction effects in MLR can be interpreted by thinking of one of the independent
variables as a moderating variable. In this case, it seems that as a charter’s academic
performance in reading declines, having financial issues increased the likelihood of
denial by 100% (B = -4.77, p < .05).
Question 2: Predictive Value of Population Variables
The MLR analysis for Question 2 addresses whether variables related to the
population served by the charter affect the likelihood of the various renewal outcomes,
acting as moderating variables in the prediction of the likelihood of individual renewal
outcomes. Descriptive statistics for the categorical variables used in the analysis of
Question 2 are presented in Table 4.9.
Of the charters seeking renewal during the period studies, 80 (68.4%) were
eligible for Title I funding by virtue of serving a population where at least 40% identified
as low income (ADE, 2013). Over 60% served at least one grade of each elementary
school band (Kindergarten to 2nd grade, 3rd grade to 5th grade). Over 70% served at least
one of the middle school grades (6th to 8th), and over half served a high school grades.
Having over half of the schools serving each of the grades suggests that, similar to
findings nationally (USDOE NCES, 2013), charter schools serve grade ranges not as
often found in school district, such as K-8, K-12, or 6-12. Table 4.10 breaks these
findings out by outcome.
When disaggregated by outcome, some patterns become evident. Charters
approved without conditions are much less likely to serve low-SES populations (51.6%)
than those approved with PMPs (82.0%) or those denied renewal (83.3%). The charters
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approved without conditions are more likely to serve elementary and middle grades, and
less likely to serve high school grades. As research has shown that academic performance
as measured by test scores tends to drop as age increases (Crane, Huang, & Barrat, 2011),
the different proportions of grades served when outcome is factored in suggest that this
may have significant predictive value in moderating the likelihood of unconditional
renewal.
Table 4.9
Frequencies of Categorical Population Variables
Variable
Outcome
Approved (0)
Approved with PMP (1)
Denied (2)
Title 1 Eligible
Not eligible (0)
Eligible (1)
K-2 Grades Served
Not Served (0)
Served (1)
3-5 Grades Served
Not Served (0)
Served (1)
6-8 Grades Served
Not Served (0)
Served (1)
9-12 Grades Served
Not Served (0)
Served (1)
Total

n

Marginal
Percentage

54
50
12

46.6
43.1
10.3

37
80

31.6
68.4

44
73

37.6
62.4

42
75

35.9
64.1

33
84

28.2
71.8

51
66
116

43.6
56.4

One population variable, size, was continuous. Researchers (Leithwood & Jantzi,
2009; Zoda, Slate, & Combs, 2011) have found that smaller schools tend to do better
academically for low-SES students, and are also more cost effective. Table 4.11 describes
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the distribution of school size by outcome.
Table 4.10
Frequencies of Categorical Population Variables by Outcome
Outcome
Approved with
PMP
Count
%

Approved
Count
%
Title 1 eligible
0
1

Denied
Count
%

26
28

48.1%
51.9%

9
41

18.0%
82.0%

2
10

16.7%
83.3%

16
38

29.6%
70.4%

23
27

46.0%
54.0%

5
7

41.7%
58.3%

14
40

25.9%
74.1%

22
28

44.0%
56.0%

5
7

41.7%
58.3%

9
45

16.7%
83.3%

20
30

40.0%
60.0%

3
9

25.0%
75.0%

28
26

51.9%
48.1%

17
33

34.0%
66.0%

5
7

41.7%
58.3%

K-2 grades served
0
1
3-5 grades served
0
1
6-8 grades served
0
1
9-12 grades served
0
1
Table 4.11
Descriptive Statistics for Size Variable by Outcome

Outcome
Approved
Approved with PMP
Denied
Total

n
54
50
12
116

Min
71.0
28.0
28.0
28.0

Size
Median
M
266.5
403.3
165.0
352.4
119.0
138.3
210.0
354.0

Max
2032.0
3716.0
285.0
3716.0

SD
399.8
570.4
80.7
467.9

ANOVA
p

.208

The size variable reflects the number of students served by the school or schools
operated by the charter holder at the time the renewal was considered. Because of the
existence of outliers in the form of charters with multiple schools serving large numbers
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of students, I have provided both the median and mean for each outcome, as well as
overall. The median for each outcome suggests that size may play an important role –
The median for the Approved category is 101.5 students (61%) higher than the median
for Approved with PMP, and 147.5 students (123.9%) higher than the median for charters
denied renewal. These findings contradict the studies cited above, suggesting that smaller
schools tend to have higher performance.
MLR analysis of question 2. The MLR analysis of population variables is
presented in Table 4.12.
When looked at independently of the variables from question 1, few of the
population variables showed a significant predictive value. When comparing Approved
with PMP to Approved, the only variable to show significance was Title 1 eligible = 0 (B
= -1.34, p < .01), indicating that serving a lower SES population that meets the eligibility
criteria for the federal Title 1 program increases the likelihood of being assigned a PMP
as a condition of renewal by 74%. While the Title 1 eligible variable did not achieve the p
< .05 level of significance when looking at Denied vs. Approved (B = -1.86, p = .058), it
was quite close to meeting the significance level, also indicating a much higher likelihood
of denial for charters serving low-income students (84% greater likelihood of denial).
One variable significantly predicted denial of renewal, size, a continuous variable
with the greatest range, as the smallest charter considered for renewal during this period
serving only 28 students, and the largest served 3716 (M = 353.96, SD = 467.89). The
MLR analysis on the Size variable (B = -0.01, p < .05) indicates that an increase in the
number of students served by 1 decreases the likelihood of denial by 1%. In other words,
smaller schools had a significantly higher likelihood of having renewal denied than larger
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schools, which might indicate organizational instability resulting from enrollment
changes of a few students having a substantial impact on operating revenue.

Table 4.12
Predictive Value of Population Variables

B (SE)
Approved with PMP vs. Approved
Intercept
Size
Title 1 eligible = 0
K-2 grades served = 0
3-5 grades served = 0
6-8 grades served = 0
9-12 grades served = 0
K-2 = 0 x 3-5 = 0 x 6-8 = 0
K-2 = 0 x 3-5 = 1 x 6-8 = 0
Denied vs. Approved
Intercept
Size
Title 1 eligible = 0
K-2 grades served = 0
3-5 grades served = 0
6-8 grades served = 0
9-12 grades served = 0
K-2 = 0 x 3-5 = 0 x 6-8 = 0
K-2 = 0 x 3-5 = 1 x 6-8 = 0

95% Confidence Interval for Odds Ratio
Lower
Odds Ratio
Higher

0.69 (0.58)
0.00 (0.00)
-1.34 (0.50)**
-15.64 (2608.56)
15.60 (2608.56)
0.06 (0.91)
-0.81 (0.57)
0.35 (0.00)
32.17 (4535.80)

1.00
.10
.00
.00
1.06
.15
1.42
.00

1.00
.26
.00
5.98E6
.18
.45
1.42
9.35E13

1.34 (1.07)
-0.01 (0.00)*
-1.86 (0.98)
-12.31 (5233.71)
-40.04 (5233.71)
22.84 (9021.28)
-1.46 (0.91)
-25.26 (0.00)
-10.88 (1.01E4)

.98
.02
.00
.00
.00
.04
1.07E-11
1.88E-5

.99
.16
.00
7.23E5
8.29E9
.23
1.07E-11
.00

1.00
.70
◊
◊
6.29
1.35
1.42
◊

1.00
1.06
◊
◊
◊
1.38
1.07E-11

Note: R2 = .29 (Cox & Snell), .34 (Nagelkerke). Model χ2 = 40.43, p <.01. * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001. ◊ floating
point overflow

Interactions between SES and academic performance. My third hypothesis was
that charter holders with low academic performance serving low-SES populations are
more likely to be renewed with conditions than denied when compared to charter holders
with low academic performance serving high-SES populations. To test this, I performed
an MLR analysis of the interaction between the variables Title 1 eligible, QA math, and
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QA reading. The results of this analysis are presented in Table 4.13.
None of the interactions significantly predicted the assignment of a PMP as a
condition of renewal, but three of the interactions significantly predicted whether a
charter would be denied renewal. The interaction indicates that, for charters serving a
low-SES population (as identified through eligibility for Title I funding), each unit
increase in academic performance in both math and in reading decreases the likelihood of
denial by 99% (B = -4.6, p < .05 for both interactions). The impact of this may be
tempered by the finding that for schools serving a more affluent population, each unit
increase in math performance decreases the likelihood of denial by 100% (B = -9.66, p <
.01). The interaction of reading performance and higher SES did not have a significant
predictive value.
Interaction of grades served and academic performance on renewal outcome.
My fourth hypothesis involved the interaction of academic performance and grades
served, predicting that charter holders with low academic performance serving middle
and high school grades are more likely to be renewed with conditions than denied when
compared to charter holders with low academic performance serving primary and
intermediate grades. An MLR analysis of these interaction effects is presented in Table
4.14.
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Table 4.13
Interactions between SES and Academic Performance

B (SE)
Approved with PMP vs. Approved
Intercept
Title 1 eligible = 0 x QA
reading
Title 1 eligible = 1 x QA
reading
Title 1 eligible = 0 x QA math
Title 1 eligible = 1 x QA math
Title 1 eligible = 0 x QA
reading x QA math
Title 1 eligible = 1 x QA
reading x QA math
Denied vs. Approved
Intercept
Title 1 eligible = 0 x QA
reading
Title 1 eligible = 1 x QA
reading
Title 1 eligible = 0 x QA math
Title 1 eligible = 1 x QA math
Title 1 eligible = 0 x QA
reading x QA math
Title 1 eligible = 1 x QA
reading x QA math

95% Confidence Interval for Odds Ratio
Lower
Odds Ratio
Higher

12.15 (5.79)*
-2.85 (1.95)

.00

.58

2.62

-2.42 (2.19)

.00

.09

6.54

-4.55 (2.66)
-2.73 (2.15)

.00
.00

.01
.66

1.95
4.42

0.91 (0.71)

.62

2.49

10.06

0.21 (0.81)

.25

1.23

6.04

-0.54 (3.45)

.00

.59

504.36

-4.59 (2.32)*

.00

.01

.96

-9.66 (3.71)**
-4.63 (2.26)*

.00
.00

.00
.01

.09
.82

0.83 (1.61)

.10

2.29

53.13

-1.16 (0.81)

.66

3.20

15.56

14.72 (5.95)*

Note: R2 = .59 (Cox & Snell), .69 (Nagelkerke). Model χ2 = 109.23, p <.01. * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001.

The analysis indicates that schools serving middle school grades and performing
well academically are less likely to be either renewed with a PMP or to be denied than to
be renewed without conditions. When looking at the comparison of renewal with or
without conditions, a charter serving middle school grades but not high school grades is
63% less likely to have a conditional renewal as academic performance increases (B = 0.98, p < .001). Similarly, a charter serving both middle school and high school grades is
53% less likely to be renewed with conditions as academic performance increases (B = -
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0.77, p < .001). As the interaction effect involves two continuous variables, it is not
possible to attribute the change in probability to a unit increase in a specific variable, but
rather to an overall increase in academic performance in general. There were no
significant interactions involving academic performance and serving grades below 6.
Table 4.14
Interaction of Grades Served and Academic Performance in Predicting Renewal Outcome

B (SE)
Approved with PMP vs. Approved
Intercept
6-8 grades served = 0 x 9-12 grades
served = 0 x QA Math x QA Reading
6-8 grades served = 0 x 9-12 grades
served = 1 x QA Math x QA Reading
6-8 grades served = 1 x 9-12 grades
served = 0 x QA Math x QA Reading
6-8 grades served = 1 x 9-12 grades
served = 1 x QA Math x QA Reading
K-2 grades served = 0 x 3-5 grades
served = 0 x QA Math x QA Reading
K-2 grades served = 0 x 3-5 grades
served = 1 x QA Math x QA Reading
Denied vs. Approved
Intercept
6-8 grades served = 0 x 9-12 grades
served = 0 x QA Math x QA Reading
6-8 grades served = 0 x 9-12 grades
served = 1 x QA Math x QA Reading
6-8 grades served = 1 x 9-12 grades
served = 0 x QA Math x QA Reading
6-8 grades served = 1 x 9-12 grades
served = 1 x QA Math x QA Reading
K-2 grades served = 0 x 3-5 grades
served = 0 x QA Math x QA Reading
K-2 grades served = 0 x 3-5 grades
served = 1 x QA Math x QA Reading

95% Confidence Interval for
Odds Ratio
Odds
Lower
Higher
Ratio

5.12 (1.00)***
◊

6.81 (34016.42)

.00

908.31

-0.19 (0.40)

.38

.83

1.80

-0.98 (0.21)***

.25

.37

.57

-0.77 (0.17)***

.33

.47

.65

-0.32 (0.38)

.34

.73

1.54

-0.97 (3689.79)

.00

.38

◊

28.73 (35147.41)

.00

3.01E12

◊

-0.97 (0.36)**

.19

.38

.77

-0.89 (0.26)**

.25

.41

.69

-0.81 (0.25)**

.27

.45

.73

0.29 (0.23)

.85

1.33

2.08

-29.11 (0.00)

.00

.00

.00

3.54 (1.12)**

Note: R2 = .62 (Cox & Snell), .72 (Nagelkerke). Model χ2 = 111.80, p <.001. * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001. ◊ floating point
overflow

When comparing of renewal without conditions versus denial, we see a similar
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finding. A charter serving middle school grades but not high school grades is 59% less
likely to be denied renewal as academic performance increases (B = -0.89, p < .01).
Similarly, a charter serving both middle school and high school grades is 55% less likely
to be denied as academic performance increases (B = -0.81, p < .01). In this comparison,
we also find that charters serving high school grades but not lower grades are also less
likely to be denied as academic performance increases by 62% (B = -0.97, p < .01) .
Again, no interaction involving primary or intermediate grades showed any significant
predictive value.
Question 3: Effects of Charters Undergoing Mimetic Isomorphic Change
In Chapter 3, I identified the third question considered in this study to be the
effect of making institutional changes on the likelihood of the three renewal outcomes. As
described by Huerta (2009), a charter school facing the scrutiny of the renewal process
with outcomes that do not meet externally-set standards may attempt to adopt legitimated
structures that conform to the institutionalized norms of traditional public schools rather
than attempt to sustain the idiosyncratic structures allowed by the deregulation inherent in
charter law. Huerta identified several mimetic isomorphic changes that the school in his
case study made to survive the renewal process; including adopting a principal-led,
hierarchical organizational structure instead of the participatory teacher-led structure it
started with, adopting district textbooks in place of teacher-created curriculum, and
participating in district-led teacher professional development. “The district’s coercive
pressure—explicit evaluation criteria for charter renewal—forced the school to become
isomorphic with traditional conceptions of effectiveness advanced by the institutional
environment” (Huerta, 2009, p. 257). In the words of DiMaggio and Powell (1983),
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“uncertainty is also a powerful force that encourages imitation” (p. 151).
While the school in Huerta’s study faced this pressure after only five years, the
15-year contract authorized by Arizona statute, and the fact that the explicit evaluation
criteria for renewal were not finalized until 2009, meant that this coercive pressure would
not have been felt by Arizona charter schools until the final few years before their
renewal. Charters in Arizona are reviewed by Board staff every five years, and the
renewal consideration must occur at least 12 months before the expiration of the charter,
so for the purposes of this study I am considering amendment requests that occurred in
the four years preceding the renewal decision, i.e. between the 10 th year interval review
and the renewal consideration, as potential indicators of isomorphic change.
To identify which of the changes which required an amendment to the charter
might reflect mimetic isomorphism, I use Huerta’s (2009) definition of mimetic
isomorphic change as a change that reflected the norms of traditional district-operated
public schools. After having reviewed the data and literature, I have identified three areas
where mimetic isomorphic change could be identified from the data included in the
charter amendment requests submitted to the ASBCS. These include school size, grade
configuration, and school calendar.
School size. According to data from the U.S. Department of Education National
Center for Education Statistics (2013), charter schools tend to be smaller than district
schools, with 56% having fewer than 300 students, compared to 29% of district schools.
Similarly, about half as many charter schools serve between 500 to 999 students (17% for
charters vs. 34% for district) or more than 1000 (4% for charters vs. 9% for district). Also
according to the USDOE NCES (2014), based on data from the 2009-2010 school year,
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the average primary school in Arizona had 510 students, the average middle school had
559 students, and the average high school had 740 students. The Arizona Charter School
Association (2014) reports that the 591 Arizona charter schools serve approximately
187,000 students, for an average size of 313. While charter school enrollment is not
broken out by grade level, in the way it is by the NCES, the data show that the average
charter school is only 60% the size of the average public elementary school, which
includes charter schools.
Researchers have found that smaller school size has been both a philosophical
goal for charter school founders and a reason for parents to choose charter schools over
district alternatives (Fusarelli, 1999; Delaney, 2008; Stein, 2009; Leithwood & Jantzi,
2009). With small size showing up as a characteristic of charter schools both in theory
and in practice, for a charter holder to increase enrollment to levels representative of
district schools can be seen as a form of mimetic isomorphism away from a characteristic
associated with charter schools to a characteristic associated with district schools.
However, in my review of the data provided by the approved amendment requests
submitted by the charter holders in this study, it was apparent that many charter holders
grew steadily over time, while others grew quickly in the early years, then leveled off,
neither of which would be evidence of mimetic isomorphic change in response to the
upcoming scrutiny of the renewal process. To attempt to limit the analysis to charters
which exhibited change as described by institutional theory, I coded a charter as
exhibiting isomorphic change if the enrollment cap had remained stable for the first two
intervals (10 years), then had increased by at least 50% in the final four years prior to
renewal consideration. For example, one charter, American Leadership Academy, a K-12
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charter, had an enrollment cap of 500 from 1997 to 2009. In the two years from
September 2009 to July 2011 (when renewal was considered), the charter holder
submitted three enrollment cap increase requests, increasing the enrollment cap by 1150
to 1650, an increase of 230%. In all, 5 charters met this criterion, as seen in Table 4.15.

Table 4.15
Charters Showing Institutional Change in School Size Prior to Renewal
Enrollment Cap
at 10 Year
Interval Review

Enrollment Cap
at Renewal
Consideration

Percent
Increase

American Leadership Academy, Inc.

500

1650

230%

Arizona School for the Arts

375

760

103%

Flagstaff Arts and Leadership Academy

160

320

100%

Ha:San Educational Services

160

250

56%

StarShine Academy

150

366

144%

Charter Holder

Grade configuration. Public schools in the United States have traditionally been
divided by the age or grade level of the students served, typically into elementary (K-5 or
K-6), middle (6-8 or 7-8) and high school (9-12) grades (Keaton, 2012). While some
districts, particularly smaller rural districts, do offer schools that combine these levels
(e.g. K-8, 7-12, or K-12), a large majority of district schools serve grades in the ranges in
the traditional elementary, middle, and high school grade ranges described above. Since
the beginning of the charter movement, however, charter schools have offered a much
higher percentage of schools that offer non-traditional grade ranges. For example,
according to the National Center for Education Statistics (2014), based on data from the
2011-2012 school year, while 5.6% of district schools combined elementary and
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secondary grades (beginning with grade 6 or below and ending with grade 9 or higher),
19.5% of charter schools did so. For this study, a charter requesting a reduction in grades
from a combination of elementary and secondary grades to a traditional grade range, e.g.
K-12 to K-8, 7-12 to 9-12, or K-8 to K-6, in the last four years before renewal
consideration is considered to have made an isomorphic change. 11 charters made such a
change, as described in Table 4.16.

Table 4.16
Charters Showing Institutional Change in Grades Served Prior to Renewal
Approved Grades at
10 Year Interval
Review
K-8

Approved Grades
at Renewal
Consideration
K-6

Edkey Sequoia Village

K-12

K-8

Edkey Pathfinder Academy

K-12

K-8

Florence Crittenton Youth Services

6-12

9-12

Heritage Academy

K-12

7-12

Humanities and Sciences Academies of the US

7-12

9-12

Khalsa Montessori

K-8

K-6

Mexicayotl

K-12

K-8

New West School

K-12

K-8

South Pointe Public Charter Junior High School

K-8

6-8

Tertulia: A Learning Community

K-8

K-6

Charter Holder
Bright Beginnings School

School calendar. According to Arizona statute (A.R.S. §15-901), the amount of
time a student is required to be in school during the course of a school year is defined in
hours, and differs by grade level. However, another statute (A.R.S. §15-801) defines a
school month as “twenty school days, or four weeks of five days each.” In practice, for
schools operated by school districts, this works out to a school year of no less than 180
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days. The statute regarding charter schools also requires a 180 day school year, but allows
an alternative calendar to be approved by the sponsor as long as the minimum number of
instructional hours is maintained (A.R.S. §15-183 (E) (9)).
Public schools in Arizona, including charter schools, are statutorily authorized to
offer two alternatives to the 180-day calendar. A.R.S. §15-861 authorizes schools to offer
a four day week, 144-day school year meeting the mandatory number of instructional
hours, with no change to the per-pupil funding. A.R.S. §15-902.04 allows a school to
offer 200 days of instruction with a 10% increase in instructional hours, and allows a 5%
increase in per-pupil funding. In summary, school calendars for public schools can
conform to the 144-day model with instruction 4 days a week, the 180 day model with
instruction 5 days a week, or the 200 day extended school year model.
According to an article published in the Arizona Republic (Ryman, 2011), the 144
day calendar is rare in district schools, primarily found in rural areas with significant
transportation costs. While the shorter calendar can save money, an important factor
during the recession of 2008-2012 when school funding was cut, it can be unpopular with
working parents who must find child care. According to Ryman, no larger school districts
in the Phoenix metropolitan area had converted to a 144-day school year as of 2011. For a
charter school, conversion from a 144-day calendar to a 180-day calendar can be seen as
a change to an established, legitimated structure (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983) which
conforms to the established practice of the majority of organizations in the field.
Similarly, the 200-day calendar represents a deviation from the standard practice
of both school districts and charter schools. According to Leu (2013), only 8 school
districts and charter holders in Arizona operated on a 200-day calendar, out of a total of
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180 districts (ADE, 2014) and 421 charters (ASBCS, 2014a). A conversion from a 200day calendar to a 180-day calendar in the years immediately preceding renewal
consideration can be seen as mimetic isomorphism, moving away from a distinctive
feature to one in conformity with standard practice of the field. In all, two charter holders
met this definition of institutional change, as shown in Table 4.17.

Table 4.17
Charters Showing Institutional Change in School Calendar Prior to Renewal
Charter Holder
Intelli-School, Inc.
Tertulia: A Learning Community

Instructional Days at 10
Year Interval Review
144

Instructional Days at
Renewal Consideration
180

200

180

MLR analysis of question 3. After reviewing the data for isomorphic changes, as
described above, charters were coded as 1 on the variable isomorphic change if one or
more mimetic isomorphic changes were found to have occurred in the years between the
10-year interval review and the renewal consideration, as described above. While
descriptive statistics are provided in table 4.18, and the results of the MLR analysis are
presented in Table 4.19, no significant findings resulted from the analysis.
As can be seen from table 4.16, there was no difference in the proportion of
charters that undertook an isomorphic change and were approved without conditions as
those that undertook such a change and were denied.
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Table 4.18
Frequency of Isomorphic Change by Outcome
Outcome
Approved with
PMP
Count
%

Approved
Count
%
Isomorphic change
0
1

45
9

83.3%
16.7%

44
6

88.0%
12.0%

Denied
Count
%
10
2

83.3%
16.7%

Table 4.19
Change in Probability of Renewal Outcome Due to Isomorphic Changes in 4 Years
Preceding Renewal Consideration

B (SE)
Approved with PMP vs. Approved
Intercept
Isomorphic change = 0
Denied vs. Approved
Intercept
Isomorphic change = 0

95% Confidence Interval for Odds
Ratio
Lower
Odds Ratio
Higher

-0.41 (0.53)
-0.38 (0.56)

.48

1.47

4.47

-1.50 (0.78)
0.00 (0.86)

.19

1.00

5.36

Note: R = .04 (Cox & Snell), .05 (Nagelkerke). Model χ = 0.50 (p >.05). * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001.
2

2

Leadership Stability
While not a factor identified in my original research questions, during my
collection of the data I identified leadership stability as a factor that was identified in the
literature and captured in the record of amendment requests made by charter holders.
Researchers (Branch, Hanushek, & Rivkin, 2009; Béteille, Kalogrides, & Loeb, 2012;
School Leaders Network, 2014) have identified negative effects that can arise from
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leadership transitions. Campbell (2010) found that leadership changes as frequently in
charter schools as with district schools, but that new charter leaders had fewer resources
to support them, especially when the departing leader was the school’s founder.
For charters in Arizona, leadership is centered in the person of the charter
representative. This individual or individual is defined as “an individual with the power
to bind a charter holder contractually according to the charter holder’s Articles of
Incorporation, operating agreement, or by-laws” (ASBCS, 2014b, p. 7). In smaller
charters, this individual is usually the school director, headmaster, or principal, while in
larger operations this person may act as superintendent or board chair. Applicants for new
charters must identify at least one Authorized Representative who is the point of contact
for communication from Board staff, and who becomes the charter representative should
the charter application be approved. The charter holder must notify the Board each time a
charter representative is added, removed, or changed through the amendment process,
and as such, a record of all such changes was included in my gathering of data. Due to the
entrepreneurial nature of charter schools as identified by several researchers (Wells,
Grutzik, Carnochan, Slayton, & Vasudeva, 1999; Brown, Henig, Lacireno-Paquet, &
Holyoke, 2004; Holyoke, 2008), a change in the charter representative, who may have
been the founder of the school, could have an impact on the stability and sustainability of
the charter holder as an organization and as an educational provider.
To test whether changes in the charter representative had a predictive value
regarding the outcome of the renewal decision, I looked at two variables. The first,
charter rep changes period 3, includes a count of all approved charter representative
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changes occurring in the last four years prior to the renewal decision.6 The second,
charter rep total, includes a count of all approved charter representative changes
occurring over the full span of the charter contract prior to renewal. Both variables are
continuous, with a range from 0, representing that the same charter representative has
been in place for the full span of the charter, to 4 (in the case of the charter rep changes
period 3) or 9 (for charter rep total). Descriptive statistics regarding these two variables
are presented in Table 4.20.

Table 4.20
Descriptive Statistics for Continuous Variables Related to Changes in Charter
Representative
Variable
charter rep changes period 3
charter rep total

n
116
116

Min
0.0
0.0

Max
4.0
9.0

M
0.53
1.37

SD
.86
1.76

These figures show that, on the whole, charter holders have had very stable
leadership in the 14 or more years leading to the renewal decision. In fact, of the 116
charters considered for renewal during the period of this study, 47 (40.5%) had not made
any changes in the leadership, and 33 (28.4%) had made only one change. Table 4.19
breaks out the results by renewal outcome.

6

For internal coding purposes, I considered the first five years of operation as Period 1, the period between
the 5 year and 10 year interval reviews as period 2, and the period between the 10 year interval review and
renewal consideration as period 3.
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Table 4.21
Descriptive Statistics for Continuous Variables Related to Changes in Charter
Representative by Renewal Outcome

Approved (n = 54)
Variable
charter rep
changes period 3
charter rep total

Outcome
Approved with
PMP (n = 50)
M
Min Max

ANOVA

M

Min

Max

Denied (n = 12)

p

M

Min

Max

1.0

0.0

4.0

1.0

0.0

4.0

0.0

0.0

1.0

.164

1.2

0.0

6.0

1.6

0.0

9.0

1.3

0.0

5.0

.604

When disaggregated by outcome, the results do not present themselves as clearly
indicating a difference between those charters approved for renewal, approved with a
PMP, or denied renewal. Results of the MLR analysis of these variables is presented in
Table 4.22.

Table 4.22
Predictive Value of Leadership Change in Renewal Decisions
95% Confidence Interval for Odds
Ratio
Lower
Odds Ratio
Higher

B (SE)
Approved with PMP vs. Approved
Intercept
-0.22 (0.25)
charter rep changes period -0.19 (0.31)
3
charter rep total
0.18 (0.16)
Denied vs. Approved
Intercept
-1.43 (0.40)***
charter rep changes period -2.93 (1.39)*
3
charter rep total
0.52 (0.25)*

.45

.83

1.53

.87

1.20

1.66

.00

.05

0.80

1.02

1.68

2.75

Note: R = .09 (Cox & Snell), .10 (Nagelkerke). Model χ = 10.48 (p >.05). * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p <
2

.001.

2
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While neither variable had a significant predictive value regarding whether a
charter’s renewal would be approved with a PMP versus no conditions, both variables
addressing leadership change did have a significant predictive value regarding whether a
charter would be denied. For each leadership change that occurred over the course of the
14 year charter contract, the odds of being denied increased by 68% (B = 0.52, p < .05).
This result supports the literature suggesting that leadership turnover has a disruptive
effect on school outcomes (Branch, Hanushek, & Rivkin, 2009; Béteille, Kalogrides, &
Loeb, 2012; School Leaders Network, 2014). However, for each leadership change that
occurred during the last four years prior to the renewal decision, the chance of being
denied renewal decreased by 95% (B = -2.93, p < .05). These results are surprising, and
warrant further investigation.
Summary
The multinomial logistic regression analysis conducted on factors overtly
considered by the Arizona State Board for Charter Schools in making renewal decisions,
the ones that best predicted whether a charter would be assigned a Performance
Management Plan as a corrective action plan as a condition of renewal addressed
academic performance, which is not surprising as the PMP is a plan focused on academic
performance. While having financial viability issues, when considered on its own,
showed a significant predictive value of determining whether a charter would be assigned
a PMP, when added to a model including academic performance variables, that value
disappeared.
For predicting whether a charter would be denied renewal, academic performance
was also significant, as was having compliance issues noted. The analysis also uncovered
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an unexpected interaction between financial viability issues and academic performance in
reading, though the effect was very small.
For factors not overtly considered by the Board in making their decisions, the
socio-economic status of the population served by the charter had a significant predictive
value for approval with a PMP, with schools serving lower-SES populations more likely
to be assigned a corrective action plan. Two population factors, having a larger school
size and serving a grade range including middle school grades, both decreased the
likelihood of denial. Whether a charter holder had made mimetic isomorphic changes in
the period preceding renewal consideration did not have a significant predictive value on
the outcome of the renewal decisions, but leadership stability, a factor I had not originally
identified, did have a mixed-value in predicting denial outcome versus approval.
In Chapter 5, I will discuss and further examine the findings from these analyses,
as well as discussing the implications for charter school operators and charter authorizers.
Although the findings are not generalizable to charter renewal decisions outside Arizona,
or the subsequent period when the criteria for renewal changed, they raise many viable
questions for further investigation in the broader context of improving American
education through increased school choice coupled with more transparent accountability.
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CHAPTER 5
DISCUSSION OF FINDINGS
In this chapter, I will begin by restating the rationale for this line of inquiry, then
address the limitations of the study. I will next revisit the research questions and
hypotheses guiding this inquiry and discuss what findings I have made from this research.
First, I will discuss the relative predictive impact of the variables overtly considered by
the Board in making renewal decisions. Second, I will examine the impact of population
variables on the renewal decision outcome. Third, using institutional theory as a lens for
examining changes made by the charter holders in the years immediately preceding the
renewal consideration, I will examine whether a charter holder making mimetic
isomorphic changes affects the likelihood of the possible outcomes of the renewal
decisions. Finally, I will investigate another variable, leadership stability, which became
of interest during the data gathering phase of the study. In conclusion, I will describe how
the renewal process in Arizona has changed since the period covered by this study, and
make recommendations for further research.
As a number of researchers (e.g. Powers & Cookson, 1999; Lubienski, 2003;
Renzulli, 2005; Preston, Goldring, Berends, & Cannata, 2012) have found, the political
bargain between neoliberals and progressives that resulted in laws authorizing charter
schools involved an increase in autonomy for the charter school operator in the form of a
reduction in regulations, in return for accountability, both in terms of free-market forces
in the form of parental choice, and in terms of measurable student outcomes. Arizona’s
charter law (A.R.S. §15-181 et. seq.) identified areas of the educational code which
charters are not subject to, yet requires charter authorizers to establish frameworks for
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measuring academic, operational, and financial performance, and to evaluate the
performance of charter holders at least every five years, with penalties including the
revocation of the charter. Most other states that allow charter schools have, to some
degree, similar exemptions and accountability measures in their statutes (National
Alliance for Public Charter Schools [NAPCS], 2014).
As the renewal decision comes at the expiration of the initial charter contract, it
represents an opportunity for the authorizer to apply its performance criteria to the results
achieved by the charter operator and make a determination of whether the outcomes
warrant an extension of the contract. However, the criteria must be clear, and applied
consistently, or the authorizer’s decision could be overturned on appeal. NACSA (2014a)
has found that while 17 states have laws that require charter holders to meet expectations
in order to be renewed, 26 states including Arizona only require charter holders to make
“reasonable progress” towards meeting expectations. As will be discussed, lack of clarity
in the application of the reasonable progress standard resulted in 5 of the 12 denial
decisions in the period studied to be overturned on appeal. By understanding the weight
given to the various criteria considered, charter authorizers can review those criteria and
clarify how those criteria can be evaluated defensibly.
In addition to the formally-evaluated criteria, it is important for authorizers to
know whether factors not explicitly considered are influencing the outcomes of highstakes decisions. Several critics of the charter movement (e.g. Apple, 2001; Heaggens,
2006; Garcia, 2008) have found, through mechanisms such as parental choice and the
lack of transportation provided by charter schools, that charter schools reinforce existing
disparities in educational outcomes by race, ethnicity, and SES. It is important for charter
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authorizers and operators to understand that these factors may be having an unintended
impact on renewal decisions, and possibly develop means of controlling for those
discrepancies.
This study also has the potential for giving guidance to charter operators in
focusing their school improvement efforts. A few researchers (USDOE, 2004; Zimmer &
Buddin, 2007) have tried to correlate characteristics of charter schools’ programs,
organizational structure, and policies without being able to identify specific attributes that
resulted in consistent improvement. However, as a charter gets closer to a point of
increased authorizer scrutiny, understanding what metrics have greater predictive power
could help the leaders to best focus limited resources.
For the community of educational researchers, this study could encourage others
to study the under-examined impact of renewal consideration. NACSA (2014a) both
advocates clear and consistent laws and policies regarding renewal and revocation, and
tracks the states and authorizers that have implemented them. This study, and in particular
the use of Multiple Linear Regression (MLR) analysis, could provide a framework for
analyzing the factors that impact renewal decisions in states with stronger and weaker
laws (as defined by NACSA), and provide a starting point for analyzing the effect of such
laws on student outcomes, especially when compared to district schools.
Limitations
As with any study, this dissertation research had a number of limitations. First, the
study covers a limited period of time for one charter authorizer in one state, using a set of
renewal criteria that are likely not used by any other authorizer. In fact, due to issues
arising from the appeal of several decisions to deny renewal, the set of renewal criteria
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used by the ASBCS were overhauled following the last meeting in my data set.
Therefore, the analysis conducted for this study is of primarily historical interest.
Another limitation arises from my method for encoding the academic performance
of the charter schools under consideration for renewal. As described in Chapter 3, the
academic performance was presented in a graphical, holistic format that tracked change
over time. The chart was divided into quadrants, which was the basis for my
quantification. However, it is quite possible that the position of a data point within a
quadrant may have affected the decisions of Board members. For example, a school with
a percent passing rate 1% below the state average, and a growth rate 1% below the state
median for the year, would be represented by a data point in quadrant 1, as would a
school with percentage passing and growth each 40% below the line. While both schools
would receive the same score in my quantification scheme, it is not likely that the
members of the Board would see them in the same way. With many school accountability
systems around the country making use of achievement and growth scores (Education
Commission of the States, 2014), researchers should make careful note of how school
performance is presented to stakeholders.
Academic Performance, Organizational Compliance, and Financial Viability
My first research question addressed the criteria explicitly considered by the
Board when making decisions about charter renewals. The question asked how much do
academic performance, organizational compliance, and financial viability account for the
outcomes of Board decisions on charter renewals in Arizona. Based on this question, I
formulated two hypotheses. The discussion of the findings will be presented as they relate
to each hypothesis, followed by findings not related to the hypotheses but addressing this
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research question.
Hypothesis 1. Based on the literature review on charter accountability, I
hypothesized that the variables most predictive of the outcome of the Board decision on
charter renewal would be financial viability issues (Renzulli, 2005; Consoletti, 2011),
followed by compliance action (Eckes, Plucker, & Benton, 2006; Finnigan, 2007; Hassel
& Herdman, 2000). More specifically, Consoletti (2011) identified that nationally, 64.7%
of charter school closures had been due to financial or mismanagement reasons. In this
study, those concerns were captures by two variables, financial viability issues and
compliance action. The financial viability issues variable described on page 69, relates to
the audit findings presented to the Board, including cash flow, net assets, and whether the
organization is a going concern (e.g. whether the auditor has any doubts that the
organization will continue to exist in a year). In cases where audit findings required the
charter holder to provide a detailed financial response, the dummy variable was coded a
‘1’. If the audit report met the Board’s criteria, no financial response was required, and
the variable was coded ‘0’.
The compliance action variable, described on page 68, counts the number of times
action was taken by the Board as a result of a compliance issue identified by Board staff.
Each compliance action identifies a serious breach in the charter holder’s capacity to
operate a publicly-funded organization. Charter holders are contractually required to keep
the Board updated on certain aspects of their operation, such as the grades served by each
school, the membership of the school governing body, and the number of instructional
days provided in the school calendar. They must also comply with the requirements of
other state agencies, such as the Arizona Corporation Commission, the Arizona
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Department of Education, and in some cases the Arizona State Retirement System,
among others. In the course of regular job duties, it is frequently noted by Board staff that
a charter holder may be out of compliance in a certain area. A Board staff member will
alert the charter holder by email or phone, and will often identify a deadline for action. In
most cases, the charter holder will return to compliance by the deadline, and no further
action is needed. If the charter holder does not become compliant by the deadline, staff
may put the charter holder on a Board meeting agenda for consideration of action for
non-compliance. However, if the charter holder becomes compliant before the meeting,
no action is taken. Compliance action only tracks instances where the charter holder was
unable or unwilling to become compliant over several weeks or months, even in the face
of a fine, withholding of 10% of their state funding, or notification of intent to revoke the
charter. Thus, each compliance action identified represents a material breach of the
charter contract. My hypothesis, informed by the literature as described above, was based
on my understanding of the impact of serious issues relating to financial or operational
capacity.
In my analysis, however, financial viability issues, which had a low but
significant predictive value when analyzed separately, did not retain its significance in the
combined model. As stated in Chapter 4, when considering charters renewed with a PMP,
these findings are, in retrospect, not surprising. The PMP is a corrective action plan for
academic deficiencies, rather than for compliance issues or financial concerns.
Compliance action also had a low but significant predictive value when considering
denial as opposed to unconditional approval, but, like financial viability issues, the
significance was not seen in the combined model. Thus, hypothesis 1 was disproved.
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While the literature on factors relating to renewal decisions has not yet developed, these
findings run counter to the findings of authors including Eckes, Plucker, and Benton
(2006) and Consoletti (2011).
An explanation for the difference in findings might come from considering the
research focus of the literature in this area. Eckes, Plucker, and Benton (2006) examined
the renewal process in many states through the lens of state charter laws, and the
specificity of the renewal criteria. Consoletti (2011) considered charter schools that had
closed in many states for factors leading to their closure, but renewal was only one
mechanism by which poorly performing charter schools would close. In each case, the
researchers described outcomes, but did not focus on the mechanisms of particular
authorizer. While the ASBCS is the largest authorizer in the country, its practices may not
constitute the norm for the field. According to NACSA (2011), the closure rate in renewal
for the Independent Charter Board category of authorizers, including the ASBCS, during
the period of 2008-2011 was 7.0%, which aligns closely to the Not Renewed rate seen in
Table 3.1. It is important to note, though, that this category of authorizers includes 10
members, one of which is the ASBCS. Two of these authorize 1 to 5 schools, and the
other 8 are listed as authorizing more than 10 schools. As the ASBCS authorizes over 500
schools, its practices may well skew this analysis.
In fact, one way in which Arizona does act as an outlier is the length of the charter
contract. As described on page 6, Arizona’s 15 year initial charter contract is the longest
in the country, with most having terms of 3 to 5 years (Shober, Manna, & Witte, 2006).
Over the initial term of the charters considered in this study (1995-2013), 292 charter
schools authorized by the ASBCS either closed or never opened, 109 charter contracts
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were surrendered, and 18 were revoked. The 12 charters in this study which were denied
renewal represent a small fraction of the charters which closed voluntarily or under
duress, and which would have been included in the studies by Consoletti (2011), Eckes,
Plucker, and Benton (2006), and NACSA (2011). Issues of operational and financial
capacity, which might be considered in a renewal decision in the first five years of
operation as with most authorizers may well result in a voluntary closure or revocation
earlier in the 15 year term in Arizona. Thus, operational and financial issues brought to
the attention of the Board may be less serious than those resulting in non-renewals in
other jurisdictions. An area for further study would be to analyze the reasons for closure
of the Arizona charters which closed before renewal to see if financial and operational
capacity issues align with Consoletti’s findings.
The only two variables in the combined model which had a significant predictive
value for whether a charter would be renewed with a Performance Management Plan
(PMP) as compared to an unconditional renewal were the average reading and math
scores (QA math and QA reading). As mentioned in chapter 4, this outcome was, in
retrospect, obvious, as a PMP is a corrective action plan specifically addressing academic
issues. I have not identified any literature that addresses conditional renewals, so while
this finding may be obvious, it is also new, and the correlation between lower academic
performance and assignment of a PMP indicates that the Board is following its own
criteria. What is less expected is the much lower apparent weight given by the Board to
improvement over time. While the board considered graphs representing the academic
performance of charter schools over time (see page 65) the MLR analysis did not find
any predictive value in the degree to which a school improved over time. This implies
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that for schools with low overall performance, an upward trend in the last year or two
before renewal was not sufficient to avoid conditional renewal. Again, as no literature has
been found addressing conditional renewal, and no literature has been found which
specifically addresses charter school improvement in the context of renewal, this is a new
finding, and may be of interest to other researcher.
When looking at denial versus renewal without conditions, the only variable in the
combined model that significantly predicted the outcome was the interaction of financial
viability and the average reading performance. It is unclear why this interaction shows
significant predictive value, when neither the financial viability on its own, nor the
interaction between financial viability and average math performance, shows that value.
Seven of the 12 schools denied renewal served grades K-2, where reading is considered
more important than math by Arizona state law (A.R.S. §15-701 (A) (2)), but those
grades are not tested (and thus do not contribute to the academic performance variables),
and 6 of the 7 schools serving K-2 also served grades 3-8. Seven of the 12 denied either
served high school grades exclusively or a combination of elementary and secondary
grades.
A review of the literature finds no studies analyzing correlations between
academic performance and financial performance at the school or charter level. Hanushek
(1997), in a meta-analysis written when few charter schools existed, found that there was
little relationship between school resources and student performance. Greene, Huerta, and
Richards (2007) found a correlation between school resources in the form of advanced
degrees held by teachers and student outcomes in the form of college aspiration, but not
in the form of assessment results. Lee (2006) analyzed the impact of state funding on
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math and reading performance on the National Assessment of Educational Progress
(NAEP), finding that lower funding led to less improvement even when the state had
strong accountability measures, but this study did not look at the financial management
by individual schools. The interaction identified by this study may result from poor
financial management causing a scarcity of key instructional resources or lower teacher
quality, but those factors were not measured by the data available to the Board. It is
possible that the interaction is a result of the small sample size of charters denied
renewal, and warrants further study once more renewal data are available.
When looked at individually, five of the variables representing overtly considered
measures of charter performance showed significant value predicting whether the
outcome of the renewal decision would be denial, including three of the four academic
performance variables, the number of compliance actions taken, and whether the
organizational membership was aligned. However, there were no tests in which financial
viability showed any significant predictive value of a charter being denied. This could
relate to Arizona’s extremely long charter term, which, at 15 years, is the longest in the
country (ECS, 2014). While many charters close before reaching renewal due to low
enrollment, financial mismanagement, or other financial viability issues, any school that
has survived for 14 years (the decision to renew must be made 12 months before
expiration) has likely achieved a level of financial stability that would reduce the weight
of that factor in the considerations of the Board. Arizona and Washington, D.C. are the
only two jurisdictions in the country allowing 15 year charter terms, and the first charter
in DC was opened in 1996. A literature review has not identified any studies done on
charter renewals with a 15 year term, so these findings are likely new to the field.
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In summary, of the factors considered overtly by the Board in making renewal
decisions, academic performance had the most predictive value, while neither financial
viability nor compliance actions had any statistically significant predictive value on their
own. This hypothesis was disproved.
Hypothesis 2. My second hypothesis was that, when financial viability and
compliance action are controlled for, charter holders with low academic performance will
have a high probability of renewal with conditions. As described above, both when
considered independently and in the full model, a unit decrease in academic performance
of either reading or math increased the likelihood of renewal with conditions by over
80%. This hypothesis was confirmed, which indicates that the Board’s use of a
Performance Management Plan as a corrective action plan for low academic performance
was applied consistently. Very few of the already small number of studies regarding
charter renewal address conditional renewal, so this finding is likely new to the field. Gau
(2006) identified that conditional renewal is a consequence employed by a quarter or
fewer of authorizers of various types, but she found that this consequence was not used
by any independent charter boards (the type of authorizer which includes ASBCS), so in
this area her research is out of date. She also did not probe the criteria for imposing
conditional renewal, or identify how many charters had been granted conditional renewal.
Given that Gau identifies conditional renewal as a consequence employed by a sizeable
subset of authorizers, additional research on the circumstances in which it is imposed
could be a fruitful basis for future research.
The next hypothesis relates to Research Question 2, and will be reviewed in the
next section.
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Socio-Economic Status, School Size, and Grades Served
The second research question addressed factors related to the population served
by the charters under renewal consideration which the literature suggests may have an
impact on school performance, particularly academic performance. This question asked
how much did SES of the school population, the school size, and the grades served
moderate a charter’s historic academic performance in determining the outcome of Board
decisions on renewing a charter. Several authors (White, 1982; Henderson & Berla, 1994;
Sirin, 2005) have found that lower-SES populations tend to have lower academic
performance, and since academic performance is a factor in the Board’s renewal
consideration, it seemed likely that serving a lower-SES population would lead to higher
rates of unfavorable outcomes (renewal with a PMP, denial). Other authors (Leithwood &
Jantzi, 2009; Zoda, Slate, & Combs, 2011) have studied the relationship between school
size and academic performance, finding that a smaller school size correlates with higher
academic outcomes. Finally, Crane, Huang, and Barrat (2011), in a particularly relevant
study looking specifically at academic performance of district and charter school students
in Arizona, found that proficiency rates dropped in the middle school grades compared to
elementary and high school grades. In my study of this question, I analyzed whether these
factors had significant predictive value on the outcome of the charter renewal decision.
My analysis of population factors not explicitly considered by the Board included
whether the schools operated under the charter were eligible for Title I funding (as a
means of identifying low-SES populations), the number of students served under the
charter, and the grades served. Size was the only continuous variable among these, and
the variance of the mean between groups was not significant. When tested through MLR,
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only two population variable showed significant predictive value. Whether a charter was
eligible for Title I funding showed a significant and high predictive value for whether a
charter was renewed with a PMP, with eligibility increasing the likelihood of conditional
renewal by 72% (p < .01). Title I eligibility also increased the likelihood of denial by
84%, though the p value fell just short of statistical significance (p = .058). I conjecture
that this could be due to the small sample size of charters denied renewal, and predict that
as more charters go through the renewal process, this relationship is likely to solidify.
These findings support the conclusions reached in the cited studies (White, 1982;
Henderson & Berla, 1994; Sirin, 2005) that there is a relationship between SES and
academic performance, with performance dropping as SES declines. Beyond this, though,
Higgitt (1996) found that certain groups of low-SES populations were likely to face
substantial housing instability, resulting in frequent residential mobility. Gruman,
Harachi, Abbott, Catalano, and Fleming (2008) found that increase school mobility had a
significant negative impact on academic achievement in elementary students. The
Morrison Institute for Public Policy at Arizona State University (2010) found that
students in Arizona charter schools, particularly in poor-performing charter schools, were
significantly less likely to reenroll for the following year than their counterparts in district
schools, even those with similar performance ratings. Together, these findings suggest
that charter schools serving low-SES populations may be affected by a negative feedback
loop, in which high turnover exacerbates low performance and leads to a higher
likelihood of negative outcomes in charter renewal decisions. As academic performance
is a factor in Board renewal considerations, having fewer charters serving low-SES
populations renewed without conditions is consistent with the findings of the field.
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When my analysis turned to a comparison of denial versus approval without
conditions, one variable, size, significantly predicted denial. A decrease in the size of the
population served by the charter by 1 increased the likelihood of denial by 1% (B = -0.01,
p < .05). This finding runs counter to the findings of Leithwood and Jantzi (2009) and of
Zoda, Slate, and Combs (2011). Leithwood and Jantzi (2009), in a meta-analysis of 57
empirical studies on effects of school size, found consistent evidence that smaller schools
had better outcomes in most areas, and these findings were confirmed by Zoda and
colleagues (2011) in a study of Hispanic students in Texas. While the ANOVA on the
variance in the mean size between the different groups was not significant, Table 4.11
shows that both the median and mean size of the charters denied renewal were 28% and
61% respectively below the median and mean for schools approved with conditions. A
possible interpretation is that there is a lower limit for the positive effects of school size,
and that below that level, the instabilities of student transience and greater marginal
financial impact of student attrition can destabilize the organization. Leithwood and
Jantzi do say “‘smaller’ does not usually mean ‘really small’” (2009, p. 484). Size, both
in terms of smaller class sizes and smaller overall size, is frequently a planned
characteristic of charter schools (Henig, Holyoke, Brown, & Lacireno-Paquet, 2005), and
a feature desirable to parents (Stein, 2009). Fusarelli (1999) reports on school size
research done in the 1980s and 90s, and states that many charters were founded in
response to research calling for smaller schools size. Stein (2009) found that, for charter
schools in Indianapolis, school size was the second most important factor in choosing a
charter school, after academic quality. Delaney (2008), looking at survey data from the
Texas Department of Education, found that 82.5% of charter school parents rated “small
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school size” as important or higher. This finding suggests that locating the tipping point
between the positive and negative effects of small school size could be a worthy focus for
future investigation.
Hypothesis 3. My third hypothesis was that charter holders with low academic
performance serving low-SES populations are more likely to be renewed with conditions
than denied when compared to charter holders with low academic performance serving
high-SES populations. As seen in Table 4.13, there were no interactions between Title 1
eligibility and academic performance that resulted in significant predictive value for
renewal with conditions, so this hypothesis was not confirmed. Based on the connections
between SES and academic performance seen by a number of researchers (e.g. White,
1982; Henderson & Berla, 1994; Sirin, 2005), this finding was unexpected. My
hypothesis was based on my understanding as a member of Board staff that, while data
regarding the population demographics was not included in the staff report, the Charter
Holder was allowed to present information verbally during the consideration, and
frequently addressed the economic and educational situation of the target community.
Anecdotally, it seemed the Board was reluctant to eliminate options for school choice in
communities where the other available options were not markedly better. Future
researchers might consider conducting a qualitative analysis of the publicly-available
recordings of Board considerations to determine whether, given the information on
performance available, the presentation by the Charter Holder influenced the outcome of
the decision.
In an interesting side note, however, there were three interactions which predicted
denial, which was not expected. In fact, the largest effect, and the effect with the highest
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degree of significance, was the interaction between Title I eligible = 0 and QA math, in
which, for schools serving a high-SES population, each unit increase in math
performance decreased the likelihood of denial by 100% (B = -9.66, p < .01). This effect
was not seen with reading performance, and may also be related to the small sample size
of charters denied renewal. This effect warrants future investigation when the sample of
denials in Arizona is larger, or possibly in another state where renewal consideration
happens more frequently.
The other two interaction effects with significant results, as seen in Table 4.13,
involved the interactions of Title I eligible = 1 and QA math and QA reading respectively.
Each of these also showed that, for charters serving low-SES populations, a unit increase
in academic performance decreased the likelihood of denial by 100%. The consistency
between these two makes it seem likely that the Board may be reluctant to deny renewal
to a charter that is showing a degree of academic success with a low-SES population,
though this conclusion would be reinforced by confirmation with a larger sample. While
the hypothesis considering the relative likelihood of outcomes for poor-performing
charters serving low SES populations was not specifically confirmed, the findings that
any increase in performance significant decreases the likelihood of denial provides some
support for the hypothesis and underlying rationale. As this area has been understudied by
the community of educational researchers, this finding may be new to the literature.
Hypothesis 4. My fourth hypothesis also involved the interaction of academic and
population variables, predicting that charter holders with low academic performance
serving middle and high school grades are more likely to be renewed with conditions than
denied when compared to charter holders with low academic performance serving

133
primary and intermediate grades. The results of the MLR analysis, found in Table 4.14,
indicate that there is some validity to this hypothesis.
When considering whether a charter will be renewed with conditions, rather than
without conditions, serving middle school grades (grades 6-8) decreases the likelihood of
being assigned a PMP by 75% for each unit increase in academic performance (p < .001).
Similarly, serving both middle and high school grades (6-12) decreased the likelihood of
a conditional renewal by 67% for each unit increase in academic performance (p < .001).
This significant predictive value was not seen for charters serving only high schools
grades. This hypothesis was attempting to capture the work of Crane, Huang, and Barrat
(2011), which found that in Arizona charter schools, higher grades tend to show lower
academic performance, and postulating that the Board would be more reluctant to impose
conditions on schools serving higher grades if the performance was adequate. These
results make sense in the context of Arizona standardized assessment policies.
The AIMS (Arizona Instrument to Measure Standards) assessment is administered
to all public school students, district and charter, in grades 3-8 and 10. For grades 3-8, the
test is high-stakes for schools, as results are publically released, and consistent poor
performance can result in sanctions. However, at these grade levels, the assessments are
low-stakes for students, in that there is no direct consequence to poor performance,
especially if it does not coincide with other measures of academic success, such as grades
or benchmark assessments administered by the school. In contrast, the 10 th grade AIMS
assessment is high-stakes for the student as well as the school, as meeting the cut score in
both reading and mathematics is required for graduation. The motivation that can be
inferred from this requirement lends credence to Crane, Huang, and Barrat’s (2011)
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findings that reading and math AIMS passage rates decline from elementary grades
through middle grades, but increase in high school. Thus, my finding that serving middle
grades interacts with academic performance to decrease the likelihood of having renewal
conditions imposed provides some confirmation for hypothesis 4, and suggests that the
Board may have taken into account the grades served by the charter when considering
academic performance in the renewal process, and may have weighted their consideration
based on an unstated understanding of the effect seen by Crane and colleagues (2011). In
fact, following the set of renewal considerations included in this study, the Board adopted
an academic performance framework (ASBCS, 2014c) which explicitly considered a
school’s percent passing against a weighted state average based on the proportion of
students in each tested grade. Other charter authorizers and state accountability systems
should take note of these findings and consider weighting the cut score for high-stakes
ratings and decisions to account for this phenomenon.
While the likelihood of denial was not discussed in hypothesis 4, Table 4.12 does
identify one variable, size, that has significant predictive value as to whether a charter
will be denied, with each additional student decreasing the likelihood of denial by 1% (p
< .05).
Institutional Stability
Based on my review of the literature on institutional theory and new institutional
theory (e.g., Meyer & Rowan, 1977; DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; Huerta & Zuckerman,
2009), I proposed to use the information collected in the history of charter contract
amendment requests approved by the Board to investigate whether institutional changes
as described in the literature influenced the outcome of renewal decisions. While Huerta
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and Zuckerman (2009) used institutional theory as a lens to qualitatively analyze the
decisions made by a particular charter holder in the period preceding renewal, this author
has not found any qualitative study attempting to correlate institutional changes to the
organization with renewal outcomes. The question posed was how influential was
institutional stability over and above the influence of academic performance,
organizational compliance, and financial viability on the outcome of Board decisions on
charter renewal in Arizona. I proposed Hypothesis 5 related to this question: Charter
holders with high institutional stability will show a high probability of a defined outcome
(renewal without conditions or non-approval) while charter holders with a low
institutional stability will show a high probability of a conditional outcome (renewal with
a corrective action plan).
A challenge with this line of inquiry was that, due to the extremely limited
number of studies that have used institutional theory to examine charter schools, there
was no accepted understanding of what constituted institutional stability in the field of
charter schools, as might be found by identifying a characterization used consistently in a
number of studies. My data reflected only the changes made by a charter holder that
required Board approval, a small subset of the adaptations a school could make, and I
restricted the changes to those that could be considered mimetic isomorphic changes (see
p. 104). I needed to identify a norm for the field, so I could determine whether each
change converged with or diverged from that norm. As charter schools currently represent
fewer than 25% of the public schools in the state of Arizona (the state with the highest
proportion (USDOE NCES, 2014), and the default option for parents is the local district
school, I chose to follow Huerta (2009) in defining the norm for the field as
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characteristics common to district schools, and mimetic isomorphic change for charter
schools as a change that would make a characteristic of that charter school more like a
district school.
After analyzing and coding the data, I determined that there were three changes
which required Board approval and for which it was possible, based on the literature, to
determine a direction of change closer to the norms of district schools. These included:
school size increasing by at least 50%; changing grade configuration to conform to the
elementary/middle/high school grade pattern seen in district schools; and changing the
school calendar away from the unusual but legal 144-day or 200-day calendars towards
the standard 180-day calendar. I also identified a number of areas where mimetic
isomorphic changes may be identifiable, but where charter holders were not required to
submit amendment requests to the ASBCS, such as choosing to hire certified teachers
(which charter schools in Arizona are not required to do), offer sports programs, or
provide student transportation. These areas may represent avenues for future research, but
were beyond the scope of the current study.
Once I had defined the changes that met the criteria for being mimetic isomorphic
changes, I prepared the data. Any charter that had made a mimetic isomorphic change in
the four years prior to renewal consideration was coded with the dummy variable
isomorphic change = 1. However, as shown in Table 4.19, making a mimetic isomorphic
change prior to renewal had no significant predictive value towards either renewal
condition. One possible reason for the lack of significant findings is my choice of
Huerta’s (2009) definition for institutional change. Huerta considered the norm for the
field to be characteristics common to district schools, and mimetic isomorphic change for
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charter schools as a change that would make a characteristic of that charter school more
like a district school. However, DiMaggio and Powell (1983) described mimetic
isomorphic change as adopting the characteristics of high-status members of the field. It
could be that district schools do not represent high-status members of the field, as
described by DiMaggio and Powell, which could account for the lack of significant
findings.
While this lack of results could imply that institutional theory is not a fruitful lens
for analyzing charter school oversight, it could also be due to several limitations to this
study. First, as stated previously, is the small sample size. Only 17 charters in the sample
(15%) were identified as having made a mimetic isomorphic change in the proper
timeframe. A more expansive data set might identify patterns not present with such a
small group. Another limitation to this line of inquiry was the restrictions on the types of
changes that could be captured from the amendment requests. Also, Huerta’s (2009) use
of institutional theory came in a qualitative case study, illuminating the decisions made
by the leadership of a charter school as it evolved and faced external scrutiny.
Institutional theory may not lend itself to quantitative analysis in this field.
However, these findings do suggest questions to Huerta’s (2009) definition of
mimetic isomorphic change in the charter school field. My data did capture changes made
by charter schools that would make them similar to district schools which represent the
majority of the field. As noted earlier, Huerta’s definition of mimetic isomorphic change
does not necessarily align with that put forward by DiMaggio and Powell (1983), who
said “Organizations tend to model themselves after similar organizations in their field
that the perceive to be more legitimate or successful” (p. 152). While a school district
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may be seen as more legitimate to the parents who represent the charter school’s
clientele, to charter operators, more successful charter schools may well be seen as more
legitimate sources for emulation. Some articles (USDOE, 2004; Stetson, 2013) have
identified successful charter schools and discussed their attributes, but the attributes they
identify, such as high expectations and qualified teachers, are not captured in publicly
available data. The findings of this study suggest that, for researchers to be able to use
institutional theory as a lens for examining the behavior of charter school operators, they
will need to look more deeply into the attributes which charter operators themselves see
as worthy of emulating.
This examination may be aided by considering whether a charter school is
primarily driven by a mission, as with charters operated by social service agencies or
proponents of a particular pedagogical model (e.g. Montessori, Waldorf, alternative), or
driven more by a market orientation to serve the most students possible (Brown, Henig,
Lacireno-Paquet, & Holyoke, 2004). Charter holders with a mission focus might seek out
exemplars for institutional emulation from among those serving a similar population
more effectively, or from those successfully sustaining a more pure approach to the
particular methodology. On the other hand, market-driven charter operators might seek to
emulate charter holders who have successfully expanded operations and built high name
recognition. As Brown and colleagues (2004) point out in a somewhat different context,
the variety inherent in the charter school field makes it important to categorize when
attempting to address questions of focus or motivation.
Leadership Stability
During the course of collecting and analyzing the data, I identified change in
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charter leadership as a factor that was both captured in the amendment requests submitted
by the charter holders and identified in the literature as impacting student academic
achievement. Several researchers (Branch, Hanushek, & Rivkin, 2009; Béteille,
Kalogrides, & Loeb, 2012; School Leaders Network, 2014) have found that transitions in
school leadership can have negative impacts on organizational effectiveness and student
performance. The hypothesis was based on their findings that more frequent leader
turnover leads to lower student performance outcomes, the findings of Campbell (2010)
that incoming charter school principals tend to have less support than incoming principals
at district schools, and the use of the PMP as a corrective action plan for low academic
performance in charter schools authorized by the ASBCS. As shown in Table 4.20, the
number of times the charter representative changed had no significant predictive value in
terms of whether a charter would be renewed with conditions instead of without
conditions, which was not affected by whether the changes in leadership considered were
restricted to the last 4 years before renewal consideration, or over the whole length of the
charter term. One possible reason for this apparent lack of connection is that while
charter representatives frequently act as the principal of a single-school charter
organization, in larger or multi-school charters they may act in a role closer to
Superintendent, and may even be business managers with little role in instructional
leadership. The data collected by the ASBCS only tracks changes in charter
representative, so this may not be an effective instrument for testing the findings in the
literature related to the impact of principal turnover.
With denial versus approval, however, the number of changes in charter
representative over both spans, changes in the four years prior to renewal and changes
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over the life of the charter, did have significant predictive value. For changes occurring
over the full 14 year span of the charter contract, each change in charter representative
increased the likelihood of being denied by 68% (p < .05). This result aligns with the
work of Branch, Hanushek, and Rivkin (2009), Beteille, Kalogrides, and Loeb (2012),
and the School Leaders Network (2014) which suggests that frequent turnover in school
leadership is disruptive to student achievement and organizational capacity. However,
when I looked at leadership changes over the final four years of operation before
consideration, I found that MRL analysis reported a significant predictive value in the
positive direction, whereby each change in leadership decreased the likelihood of denial
by 95% compared to approval without conditions (p < .05). While the studies cited in the
previous paragraph stress the negative impact of leader turnover, other researchers have
pointed out a positive effect that can come from a fresh outlook (as described by Miskel
& Cosgrove, 1985). This finding may point to more effective governance on the part of
schools which were approved without conditions, in that when a leader proved
ineffective, a strong governing board could replace him or her (Sparks, 2009). These
results may also correlate with school size and the role of the charter representative in
schools of various sizes. My experience on the staff of the Charter Board suggests that in
larger charter schools and charter school systems, the charter representative has a role
that would correspond with a district superintendent, and does not have direct
instructional leadership in the school. However, in smaller charter schools, the charter
representative is more likely to be responsible for all leadership functions. The role of the
charter representative in the leadership of the charter holding organization or charter
school is not one that has been addressed in the literature, so this finding raises questions
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about what mechanism might allow more transitions to result in better outcomes. As the
functions of the charter representative are not reported to the Board, this study was not
able to pursue this line of inquiry, but it may well represent an avenue worthy of further
study.
Implications for Neoliberal Conceptions of Market Efficacy
In Chapter 2, I presented the origins of the charter school movement, and how it
arose from the conservative, market-oriented economic theory known as neoliberalism.
According to proponents of this concept (Chubb & Moe, 1988; Miron, Nelson, &
Lubienski, 2002), allowing the market forces of school choice to dictate where public
educational funding flowed would reward those schools that provided programs and
quality attractive to parents, with those who did not going out of business. Miron, Nelson,
and Libienski (2002) describe the shift in accountability inherent in the charter school
equation, with the traditional accountability for inputs (teacher credentialing, curriculum,
facilities) being replaced with an accountability of outcomes (student performance,
parental satisfaction).
However, while this study did not focus on market measures, two findings raise
questions about the efficacy of markets and outcomes-based accountability in ensuring
that charter schools represent a viable option for parents and students. The first is the
simple observation that a number of schools considered for renewal had survived for
fourteen years of operation with consistently low academic performance. Despite public
reporting of each school’s annual performance on state standardized assessments, parents
continued to send their children to low performing schools. This suggests that, despite
Arizona having one of the most robust charter sectors in the country, with a high degree
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of geographic penetration, particularly in metropolitan areas, schools represent at best a
quasi-market for parents. Few parents have the agency to choose a school not near their
home or place of stable employment unless transportation is offered, and charter schools
in Arizona are not required to offer transportation. For parents forced to make a
satisficing choice, a school that the child goes to each day without an argument might
represent a rational choice.
This is why the accountability structure is so important—authorizers must ensure
that any public school a parent chooses must meet certain threshold levels of academic
quality. A second finding, that a significant proportion of charter renewal denials were
overturned on appeal, raises questions about whether the property and due process rights
of the charter operators are given priority over the oversight responsibilities of the
authorizer and the expectations of the general public. Of the four charters denied renewal
and overturned, all are still in operation three years later, with two sustaining consistently
substandard academic performance.
This suggests several avenues for further research. A qualitative or case study
approach could ask why do parents keep their children in charter schools with
consistently low performance. A legal or public policy lens could be used to explore
appeals of renewal denials in varying jurisdictions to determine whether there is any
consistency in administrative law that could guide policymakers in crafting stronger
regulations. Finally, an analysis of the 117 Arizona charters that did not succeed in
survival until renewal could suggest whether market forces are having more of the
intended effect than this study implies.
Changes to Renewal Criteria since Study Period
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This study used historical, publicly available data covering a specific period of
time during which the charter renewal considerations involved a specific presentation of
charter performance data. No other study identified in the course of this research project
has attempted to quantitatively investigate the likelihood of possible charter renewal
outcomes based on the information provided to the decision-making body. As the
ASBCS, from which the study data were derived, is the charter authorizer with the largest
portfolio of schools in the country (NACSA, 2012), so the methods used in this study, as
well as the findings, may help shape the investigations of future researchers as interest in
this area expands with the continued growth of school choice.
However, many of the implications of this particular study have been overtaken
by history. After a number of reversals of charter renewal denials on appeal, and
following guidelines proposed by NACSA, the Board in 2012 adopted financial and
academic performance frameworks, with the operational performance framework adopted
in 2014 (ASBCS 2014c; ASBCS 2014d; ASBCS 2014e). These documents describe the
indicators, measures, metrics, and targets that will be used to evaluate the performance of
charter schools, at what points the performance will be evaluated, and what consequences
may be imposed for not meeting the targets. These frameworks, which have been applied
to charter renewal since 2012, address many of the issues suggested by the findings of
this study.
One way in which the frameworks address the issues is that, instead of presenting
academic performance in a holistic graphical format which allows for subjective
interpretation, the framework provides a dashboard indicating the performance of the
charter. The dashboard is made up of color-coded indicators which clearly show, for each
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data point, whether the charter school met the established cut score for acceptable
performance, removing the degree of subjectivity in the prior system which resulted in
decisions being overturned on appeal. The dashboard presents disaggregated data for
growth and proficiency among the whole tested student body and for specific subgroups,
indicates whether the performance level seen meets the Board’s performance
expectations, and the presents one aggregated overall rating, which allows performance
to be compared both longitudinally and between schools. Since the adoption of the
academic and financial frameworks in October 2012, the Board has considered 44
renewal applications and denied 9, or 20%, compared to 10% (12 of 117) denied during
the study period. At the time of writing, none of these denials have been overturned on
appeal. Also at the time of writing, at least 11 other states have adopted performance
frameworks based on the NACSA model (NACSA, 2013), including three with the
highest numbers of charter schools (Arizona, California, and Texas), which indicates that
this model may be becoming a national norm, and that future researchers may be able to
compare charter school performance and renewal decisions across states.
Another change made by the ASBCS since the period covered by this study is to
change the language of new and renewal charter contracts to ensure that meeting
performance expectations is a contractual requirement, and not meeting those
expectations can result in penalties up to notification of intent to revoke the charter. The
contract refers to the performance frameworks, which set the expectations, intervention
policy, and possible consequences, up to revocation of the charter.
Recommendations
As described above, by the time this study began, the ASBCS had already
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recognized that its criteria for identifying issues with academic, operational, and financial
performance when making high-stakes decisions regarding charter renewals were not
sufficiently detailed and explicit. My study confirmed that very few of the explicitly
considered criteria had significant predictive value in determining the outcome of the
renewal decisions. That lack of correlation, particularly regarding academic performance,
was part of the reason that almost half (5 of 12) of the decisions during the study period
to deny renewal were overturned on appeal. This study has not identified any other
authorizer that uses or has used similar graphs of multi-year academic performance to
inform high-stakes decisions, which indicates that the decision made by the ASBCS to
adopt dashboards based on performance frameworks, as has been done by 11 other states
(NACSA, 2013), should result in outcomes more consistent with the criteria. The
performance frameworks provide consistent, comparable, defensible measures of charter
performance in key areas, and have led to more consistent application. While few charter
authorizers have a portfolio close to the size of the ASBCS (NACSA, 2012), due to the
shorter contract terms common throughout the country, most have opportunities to make
high-stakes decisions, and to improve the performance of their portfolio by denying
renewal to poor-performing charter holders and schools.
The results of this study, and the success of the subsequent changes made by the
ASBCS, should encourage charter authorizers to set clear performance expectations that
can be implemented consistently and defended if appealed. The performance frameworks
implemented by the ASBCS were informed by guidelines published by NACSA, which
would make a good starting point for authorizers seeking to institute clear criteria and
policies. While NACSA recommends having strict performance guidelines set in statute,
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this may be beyond the capacity of an individual authorizer. The frameworks approved by
the Board show that it is possible for authorizers to set and consistently implement
explicit performance expectations even if the supporting statute is loose or vague.
For charter holders, based on the results of this study, I recommend being
proactive in understanding the performance criteria and expectations of the authorizer as
it applies to high stakes decisions. Ninety percent of authorizers have a portfolio of 9 or
fewer schools (NACSA, 2012), so charter holders may have little historical records as
guidance, and may benefit from proactively contacting the authorizer or state charter
school association for assistance in developing a clear understanding of the expectations
while there is still time to address issues. Anecdotally, many charter holders facing denial
describe to the Board the improvements they are planning, only to be asked why those
improvements had not been made in the 14 previous years.
For researchers, the results of this study, and the limitations inherent in the scope
of this study, illuminate many potentially useful lines of inquiry. The changes to the
Arizona frameworks suggest the possibility of repeating this study which, using the more
easily quantified performance data inherent in the new performance frameworks, might
confirm the efficacy of those changes. Future studies similar to this one will be able to
include academic performance as a continuous variable, and will not need to rely on a
coding system with limitations as described. Another area suggested by the option of
approving renewal with a Performance Management Plan (PMP) is to conduct a
longitudinal comparison of the academic performance of schools operating under a PMP
versus those approved without conditions, to investigate whether the PMP is effective in
helping schools improve academic performance.
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While this study did not produce results that would confirm the utility of using
institutional theory as a lens for investigating charter holder behavior, this was partially
due to the limited data collected through the charter amendment process, and the
difficulty in identifying changes which qualified as mimetic isomorphic change.
Researchers interested in pursuing this line of inquiry might want to consider surveying
charter holders that are due for renewal consideration or other high-stakes scrutiny. If the
change is towards characteristics of district schools, the instrument could ask about areas
not monitored by charter authorizers, such as transportation, preschool, extracurricular
activities, pre-care and after-care, and dual-enrollment courses with community colleges.
Another possible line of inquiry would be to use high-profile, high-performing charter
schools serving similar populations as the source of the mimetic isomorphic change.
Beyond a specific focus on the ASBCS, as a serious limitation to this study was
the small sample size, research may profit by studying more generalized characteristics of
the renewal process, and using data from multiple authorizers across multiple states to
identify any illuminating trends. As the decisions of charter authorizers should be public
records, it should not be insurmountably difficult to compile a database of renewal
decisions in the way that this study compiled data from the ASBCS.
On a larger policy scale, NACSA (2014) has identified states with strong
authorizing laws requiring charters to meet expectations for renewal, and those where the
laws only require “reasonable progress” towards meeting those expectations (p. 1). A
study comparing the student outcomes in the two types of states could provide support for
those that call for tighter authorizer oversight, or could provide support for those that feel
market forces offer sufficient incentives to preclude the need for more burdensome
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government scrutiny.
Finally, while this study did not compare the performance of charter schools in
Arizona to district schools, this line of inquiry has been persistent among researchers for
the last 15 years, and as described in Chapter 2, has not resulted in a clear indication of
superiority for either side. A subset of that research looks at the impact on district schools
when charter schools operate in the area. With the availability of national data from the
National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP), and as the implementation of
Common Core standards and assessments in many states makes state assessment results
more comparable, it may be possible to track the performance of a state’s performance
compared to the percentage of students in the state attending charter schools. The eight
states that do not allow charter schools could serve as a control group.
Concluding Remarks
Through the analysis in this study, I have identified some features of an Arizona
charter school more likely to be renewed without revisions. This hypothetical charter
school has a consistent record of high academic performance in math and reading, both in
student proficiency and growth. It serves a high-SES population, includes middle school
grades, and is large for a charter school, with several hundred students. It has a strong
organization with no serious compliance issues. It has had stable leadership for most of
the fourteen years of operation, but may have had a change in Charter Representative in
the last few years. In fact, this hypothetical charter school looks very much like members
of some of the most successful charter networks, including BASIS Schools and the Great
Hearts Academies, both of which originated in Arizona and have expanded to other
states.
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The findings of this study help shed some initial light on the under-investigated
area of charter school accountability, including two that to some degree contradict
findings in the literature. For one, while Consoletti (2011) found that almost half of
charter closures could be attributed to financial instability, this study did not find that
factor to have significant predictive value in understanding decisions by the Board not to
renew charters. The second involved school size, for while some studies (Leithwood &
Jantzi, 2009; Zoda, Slate, & Combs. 2011) found that smaller schools have higher
academic outcomes and are more cost-efficient, I found that an increase in size decreased
the likelihood of charter renewal being denied. In a third, while Béteille, Kalogrides, and
Loeb (2012) found that frequent changes in school leadership is disruptive, my study
found that changes in leadership over the full term of the contract decreased the
likelihood of denial.
In another area, this study provided support for some findings presented in the
literature. Many researchers (White, 1982; Henderson & Berla, 1994; Sirin, 2005) have
found that educational outcomes decline along with socio-economic status, and the
findings of this study, that eligibility for Title I funding increased the likelihood of
renewal with conditions, supports this.
Beyond the connection between my findings and the literature, however, this
study raises some questions about a fundamental part of the charter school bargain—
autonomy and accountability. For the first 15 years of its authorizing mission (due to the
extension of the earliest charters as described on p. 49), the ASBCS had no specific
criteria for holding schools accountable for academic performance. The criteria
developed when the impending deadline approached were insufficiently clear and
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consistent, and as a consequence, over 90% of the schools, many with years of
consistently poor performance, were granted an additional 20 years of authorization. The
lessons learned from the initial period investigated in this study have led to the
implementation of a more consistent and clear set of criteria, but at the cost of much
increased regulatory scrutiny, and a much greater reliance on annual standardized test
results. After 15 years of relative autonomy, charter schools in Arizona are facing an
accountability schedule that allows closure of a school after the third year of results
below expectations, not just for material breaches of contract or outright failure (ASBCS,
2014c).
However, this shift to increased regulation is part of a shift in philosophy that
comes as the field has matured in many states. The market of empowered parents that
neoliberals felt would drive bad schools out of business has not functioned as intended, as
evidenced by the number of poorly-performing charter schools that stayed in business for
15 years. The field has proven to be a quasi-market at best, especially for lower-income
parents, who must make satisficing choices between a poorly-performing district school
and, in many cases where a choice is available, a poorly-performing charter school.
As evidence mounts that market forces alone do not lead to a steady increase in
quality, there has been a shift in emphasis in some parts of the field from advocacy for
choice to advocacy for quality choice. One example is NACSA, the professional
association for charter authorizers, which has increased its focus on supporting the
closure of schools, where for many years the focus was on opening them. The Arizona
Charter Schools Association, a non-profit membership organization supporting and
advocating for charter schools in the state, is focusing on improving the quality of both
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new and existing charters, including preparing charter leaders for rigorous charter
renewal criteria (ASCA, 2015). My hope is that this study adds to the weight of evidence
pushing regulators, authorizers, and operators to setting a higher bar for charter
performance.
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