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Abstract. In this study, the degree to which differences were present in reading for Grade 3 students; 
in reading and writing for Grade 4 students; and in reading and science for Grade 5 students between 
charter and traditional elementary public schools in Texas was determined. Participants in this study 
were Grades 3, 4, and 5 students who took the 2015 State of Texas Assessments of Academic 
Readiness Reading, Writing, and Science tests. Grade 3, 4, and 5 students who were enrolled in 
traditional public schools had statistically significantly higher reading, mathematics, writing, and 
science scores than did students enrolled in charter schools. Implications of these results are provided. 
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1    Introduction 

The Charter School Program started in Minnesota in 1991 as an experiment to finance private schools. 
By 2013, over 2 million students were enrolled in charter schools in the United States (Flaker, 2014). 
According to the U.S. Department of Education (2015), “charter schools are public schools that operate 
with freedom from many of the local and state regulations that apply to traditional public schools” 
(School Choices for Parents section, para. 3). As such, charter schools have different characteristics from 
traditional public schools. Flaker (2014) identified the following ones: charter schools receive per-student 
funds from the government, do not charge tuition, and follow a lottery system for student admission. 

According to the Texas Education Agency (2016a), in the 2014-2015 school year 5,232,065 students 
were enrolled in Texas public schools. Of this number, Texas had 616 open enrollment charter school 
campuses present in which 228,153 students were enrolled. The total student enrollment in charter 
school increased by 244.9% compared to the 2004-2005 student enrollment that consisted of 66,160 
students. Since then, the number of charter schools has grown tremendously with the authorization of 
the Texas legislature in 1995. In a study conducted by the Texas Center for Educational Research 
(2006), when compared to traditional public school, charter schools had a higher percentage of Black 
students (37% versus 14%), a lower percentage of White students (18% versus 38%), and a lower 
percentage of Hispanics (43% versus 45%). In comparison to Texas traditional public schools, charter 
schools had a higher percentage of students who were economically disadvantaged (68% versus 55%), a 
lower percentage of English Language Learners (11% versus 16%), and about an equal percentage of 
students who were receiving special education services (13% versus 12%). Conversely, these percentages 
have changed and in the 2014-2015 school year, the number of Black students enrolled in open-
enrollment charter schools decreased, whereas the number of Hispanic students increased. Hispanics 
represented the largest percentage of total enrollment in open-enrollment charter schools (57.8%), 
followed by Black (20.1%), White (15.6%), Asian (4.5%), and multiracial (1.6%) students. The 
percentage of students who were identified as economically disadvantaged was 69.1%, and 21.6% were 
English Language Learners.  

Penning and Slate (2011) analyzed the demographics, funding, and academics of charter schools in 
Texas. They confirmed that charter schools serve a higher number of minority students than traditional 
public schools. In regard to funding, the state gives a higher percentage to charter schools as compared 
to traditional public schools; yet, the total revenue of charter schools is less than the one from 
traditional public schools because charter schools are not allowed to receive local taxes. Based on data 
from the Texas Education Agency, Penning and Slate (2011) concluded that charter schools’ academic 
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performance was not better than traditional public schools. 
As reported by the Texas Education Agency (2016a), most charter schools in Texas are under the 

open enrollment category, this kind of charter schools are also expanding in the rest of the country. 
Weiler and Vogel (2015) examined the registration process followed by charter schools in Colorado to 
assess if this process was accessible to all students. Results were that charter schools’ registration system 
was not accessible to all students. The use of the website and a required parent meeting previous to 
registration were some of the barriers identified in this study due to not all parents having access to the 
internet or not being able to attend the parent meeting. Another barrier identified by Weiler and Vogel 
(2015) was the lottery system followed by charter schools, as families were not ready to transfer schools 
if the opening occurred in the middle of the school year. The fee requirements were no different from the 
ones of traditional public schools. In regard to parent commitment, 39% of the charter schools did 
require a specific amount of parent volunteer hours, which could be difficult to do for low-income 
parents that have tight work schedules. Weiler and Vogel (2015) concluded that the waiting list was 
unclear and the lottery system was not uniform among all charter schools. One recommendation stated 
by the researchers was for charter schools to follow the same registration requirements as the ones 
followed by traditional public schools.  

The level of efficiency of charter schools was analyzed by Flaker (2014), who compared academic 
performance and per-student spending in charter and traditional public schools. Flaker (2014) examined 
reading and mathematics testing data and per-pupil spending for all Grade 8 students enrolled in 
charter and traditional public schools in Massachusetts. Charter schools outperformed traditional public 
schools in reading and mathematics, with a difference of 18%. The difference was more noticeable in 
urban areas where charter schools obtained 31% and 37% higher scores in reading and mathematics 
respectively. Charter schools also demonstrated more efficiency than traditional public schools at 
spending fewer dollars per student and obtaining better testing scores in reading and mathematics. 
Differences in academic performance between charter and traditional public schools were analyzed by 
Kindzierski, Mhammed, Wallace, and Lesh (2013). In their study conducted in New York, charter 
schools outperformed traditional public schools in Grades 3, 4, and 5, however, test scores decreased in 
the upper grade levels. In contrast, the traditional public schools were consistent across grade levels in 
their student academic performance. Kindzierski et al. (2013) suggested further studies to determine the 
inconsistency with the charter school scores and recommended that charter school administrators 
emphasize the use of data driven instruction.  

In an intent to elucidate if charter schools differed from traditional schools on expenditures, Arsen 
and Ni (2012) evaluated the spending and resources allocation of charter schools by analyzing 2007-2008 
financial data from the State of Michigan. Traditional public schools and charter schools had similar 
revenues, although charter schools spent less on instruction and more on administration in comparison 
to traditional public schools. Arsen and Ni (2012) also detailed that established charter schools spent 
more on instruction than the new charter schools. One of the conclusions was that the difference on 
administration expenses could be related to having fewer students with disabilities receiving special 
education services than traditional public schools. 

1.1   Purpose 

The purpose of this study was to determine whether differences were present in reading performance 
between charter and traditional elementary public schools for Grade 3 students in Texas. A second 
purpose was to ascertain whether Grade 4 students differed in their reading and writing skills by school 
type. A third purpose was to determine for Grade 5 students the extent to which differences were 
present in reading and science performance between charter and traditional public schools. A final 
purpose was to ascertain the degree to which consistencies were present in student academic 
performance between traditional and charter elementary schools. 

2    Background 

The number of charter schools has grown substantially in the state of Texas since their authorization by 
the legislature in 1995 (Texas Education Agency, 2016a). Among the differences between charter schools 
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and traditional public schools the following can be highlighted: charter schools can decide on their own 
registration process (Weiler & Vogel, 2015) and charter schools operate with freedom from local and 
state regulations imposed to traditional public schools (U.S Department of Education, 2015). With the 
increase on the level of rigor of the state assessments, parents are seeking for alternatives, other than 
traditional public schools, that could help their children to succeed. Although charter schools seem to be 
increasing in their popularity, limited research is present on their effectiveness on academic achievement 
success. Are charter schools a viable option? Do they outperform traditional public schools?  

2.1   Significance of the Study 

Even though the Texas legislature approved the implementation of charter schools about 20 years ago, 
limited research has been conducted in regard to their operations and their student academic 
performance. By providing comparison data on the academic performance of charter and traditional 
public schools, these results may be useful to parents when deciding where to enroll their children. 
Results may also help charter schools design intervention programs that can reduce the academic gaps 
between this school system and traditional public schools. 

2.2   Research Questions 

The following research questions were addressed in this empirical investigation: (a) What is the 
difference in reading performance as a function of school type for Grade 3 students in Texas?; (b) What 
is the difference in reading performance as a function of school type for Grade 4 students in Texas?; (c) 
What is the difference in writing performance as a function of school type for Grade 4 students in 
Texas?; (d) What is the difference in reading performance as a school type for Grade 5 students in 
Texas?; and (e) What is the difference in science performance as a school type for Grade 5 students in 
Texas? 

3    Method 

3.1   Participants 

Participants in this study were students in Grades 3, 4, and 5 who took the 2015 State of Texas 
Assessments of Academic Readiness (STAAR) Reading, Writing, and Science tests. The dataset was 
downloaded from the Texas Education Agency website. Of the 20,920 campuses who were included for 
this study, 1,331 were charter schools, whereas 19,589 were traditional public schools. 

3.2   Instrumentation and Procedures 

Data were obtained from the 2015 Texas Academic Performance Report database, and then imported 
into the Statistical Package for Social Sciences (SPSS) software program. The school type was 
determined as the independent variable, whereas the STAAR Reading, Writing, and Science test scores 
represented the dependent variables. The focus of this study was to determine differences in academic 
performance between charter schools and traditional public schools. The term charter school refers to 
schools that are governed by a group or organization under a legislative contract (or charter) with the 
state or jurisdiction. The charter exempts the school from certain state or local rules and regulations. 
Traditional Public Schools are schools that follow state guidelines. They operate with the help of tax 
dollars, and are divided into grades and governed by school districts. This investigation was based on 
the STAAR scores of students in Grades 3, 4, and 5. The State of Texas Assessments of Academic 
Readiness (STAAR) is the state testing program that was implemented in the 2011-2012 school year. 
The STAAR is an assessment program designed to measure the extent to which students have learned 
and are able to apply the knowledge and skills defined in the state-mandated curriculum standards, the 
Texas Essential Knowledge and Skills (Texas Education Agency, 2016b). For detailed information about 
the score reliabilities and score validities of the STAAR tests, readers are referred to the Texas 
Education Agency website. 
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