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Online Charter School Students Falling Behind Their Peers
New national study details the operations and effects of online charter schools
October 27, 2015, Innovative new research suggests that students of online charter schools had
significantly weaker academic performance in math and reading, compared with their counterparts in
conventional schools. The National Study of Online Charter Schools, released today, offers a rigorous
analysis of the operations of online charter schools, their policy environments, and their impacts on
student achievement. Conducted by three independent research institutions, the study is the most
comprehensive examination of online charter schools to date, and is organized into separate, topical
report volumes. In Volume I, Mathematica Policy Research describes the universe of online charter
schools, the students they serve, and their operations. In Volume II, the Center on Reinventing Public
Education (CRPE) at the University of Washington describes the policy environments of online charter
schools and provides recommendations to state policymakers. In Volume III, the Center for Research
on Education Outcomes (CREDO) at Stanford University describes the achievement effects of online
charter schools.
KEY FINDINGS
Volume I - Inside Online Charter Schools by Mathematica Policy Research
Media Contact – Jennifer de Vallance 202-484-4692 / 571-388-7650 jdevallance@mathematicampr.com
Mathematica’s report offers a snapshot of the 200 online charter schools operating across the country
and the 200,000 elementary, middle, and high school students they serve. The report examines the
instructional programs of online charter schools; methods used to engage students and parents, along
with expectations of parental involvement; the teachers and principals of online charter schools; and
the schools’ management and governance.
Mathematica’s analysis finds:
•
•

Student–driven, independent study is the dominant mode of learning in online charter
schools, with 33 percent of online charter schools offering only self-paced instruction
Online charter schools typically provide students with less live teacher contact time in a week
than students in conventional schools have in a day

•

•

Maintaining student engagement in this environment of limited student-teacher interaction
is considered the greatest challenge by far, identified by online charter school principals nearly
three times as often as any other challenge
Online charter schools place significant expectations on parents, perhaps to compensate for
limited student-teacher interaction, with 43, 56, and 78 percent of online charters at the high
school, middle, and elementary grade levels, respectively, expecting parents to actively
participate in student instruction

Brian Gill, a Mathematica senior fellow and lead author of the report, said, “Challenges in maintaining
student engagement are inherent in online instruction, and they are exacerbated by high studentteacher ratios and minimal student-teacher contact time, which the data reveal are typical of online
charter schools nationwide. These findings suggest reason for concern about whether the sector is
likely to be effective in promoting student achievement.”
Additional findings from the Volume I report are available: InFocus Fact Sheet
Volume II- The Policy Framework for Online Charter Schools by the Center on Reinventing Public
Education
Media Contact – Debra Britt

206-221-3331

debbritt@uw.edu

The Center on Reinventing Public Education conducted an extensive examination of how state policy
shapes the online charter school landscape. Researchers found that online charter schools exist in a
number of different policy environments due to variation in state charter law and administrative
regulation.
Most of the existing regulation is reactive to controversy (restrictions on growth and autonomy), rather
than proactive policies to guide the unique opportunities and challenges of online charters. The
authors found several drawbacks to forcing online schools into the charter context, including:
• Open admission requirements that prevent schools from screening for students who are most
likely to be successful in an online school.
• Authorizing and accountability provisions that are not well suited to the unique challenges of
regulating online schools.
• Funding mechanisms that preclude outcomes-based funding
CRPE director Robin Lake, who co-authored the study, said, “We need policies that address legitimate
concerns without needlessly restricting growth.” The report recommends that policymakers consider
moving online schools out of the charter context, or craft unique provisions specific to online charters.”
Volume III- Online Charter School Study by CREDO at Stanford University
Media Contact – Meg Cotter Mazzola

202-441-1287

mcotter@stanford.edu

The CREDO at Stanford University report presents the most comprehensive findings available to date
about impacts of online charter enrollment on the academic progress of students.

While findings vary for each student, the results in CREDO’s report show that the majority of online
charter students had far weaker academic growth in both math and reading compared to their
traditional public school peers. To conceptualize this shortfall, it would equate to a student losing 72
days of learning in reading and 180 days of learning in math, based on a 180-day school year. This
pattern of weaker growth remained consistent across racial-ethnic subpopulations and students in
poverty.
“While the overall findings of our analysis are somber, we do believe the information will serve as the
foundation for constructive discussions on the role of online schools in the K-12 sector. We see an
opportunity for the providers to do a better job of documenting the benefits they provide to their
students and to connect with and learn from operators who are doing well, “said Dr. James
Woodworth, Senior Quantitative Research Analyst for CREDO at Stanford University.
This mixed-method analysis included data from 158 online schools across 17 states and the District of
Columbia. The data set for online school students is restricted to those students attending public, fulltime online charter schools.
The National Study of Online Charter Schools was funded by the Walton Family Foundation. "We
support research on difficult questions like these because we want to know what is working for kids —
and what is not. Innovation in education takes time, but we must test whether new ideas are working
and make changes when we learn that ideas with potential are falling short,” said the director of
research and evaluation for the Walton Family Foundation, Marc Holley. “We’re grateful that CRPE,
Mathematica, and CREDO have studied these schools and are sharing their findings. Knowing the facts
helps parents, educators, policymakers, and funders make smarter, more informed decisions that
benefit children.”
About Mathematica: Mathematica Policy Research seeks to improve public well-being by conducting studies and assisting
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