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The University of Arkansas was 

founded in 1871 as the flagship institution of 

higher education for the state of Arkansas. 

Established as a land grant university, its mandate was threefold: to teach students, 

conduct research, and perform service and outreach.

The College of Education and Health Professions established the Department of 

Education Reform in 2005. The department’s mission is to advance education and 

economic development by focusing on the improvement of academic achievement in 

elementary and secondary schools. It conducts research and demonstration projects in 

five primary areas of reform: teacher quality,  leadership, policy, accountability, and school 

choice.

The School Choice Demonstration Project (SCDP), based within the Department of 

Education Reform, is an education research center devoted to the non-partisan study 

of the effects of school choice policy and is staffed by leading school choice researchers 

and scholars.  Led by Dr. Patrick J. Wolf, Professor of Education Reform and Endowed 21st 

Century Chair in School Choice, SCDP’s national team of researchers, institutional research 

partners and staff are devoted to the rigorous evaluation of school choice programs and 

other school improvement efforts across the country.  The SCDP is committed to raising 

and advancing the public’s understanding of the strengths and limitations of school 

choice policies and programs by conducting comprehensive research on what happens 

to students, families, schools and communities when more parents are allowed to choose 

their child’s school.  
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Public charter schools increasingly are part of both the national conversation 

about education policy and the local urban scene in America.  Previous studies 

of public charter schools have examined their achievement effects focused 

on both the state and metropolitan levels, and funding disparities focused 

on the state levels.  This is the first study of funding inequities to concentrate 

on revenue disparities between charters and traditional public schools where 

charters are most common:  metropolitan 

areas across the country.  The 15 urban areas 

that inform our study include Atlanta, Boston, 

Camden, Denver, Houston, Indianapolis, Little 

Rock, Los Angeles, Memphis, New Orleans, New 

York City, Oakland, San Antonio, Tulsa, and 

Washington.  Because these locations include 

eight plus the special case of New Orleans for 

which we have at least some prior data and six 

that are new to charter revenue research, we can 

place our findings in a broader context of time 

and space. Our data regarding the charter school 

funding gap was carefully collected from official 

state documents and audited school reports 

regarding the 2014 fiscal year.

We define a public charter school as any school 

that (1) operates based on a formal charter in 

place of direct school district management 

and (2) reports its finances independently from 

the school district.  We define all other public 

schools as traditional public schools (TPS).

Charter School Funding: Inequity in the City

Executive Summary

We are grateful to many 

supporters of this project.  We 

appreciate the guidance of 

Gary Larson and Kelli Gauthier 

of Larson Communications 

in making this complicated 

information accessible to the 

public.  We are thankful for 

the wizardry of Marlo Crandall 

of Remedy Creative in 

designing and formatting 

the report.  We appreciate 

Elizabeth Reaves’ excellent 

logistical support.  We thank 

the Walton Family Foundation 

for their grant support and 

acknowledge that the content 

of this report is entirely the 

responsibility of the authors 

and does not necessarily 

reflect the positions of the 

Foundation or the University 

of Arkansas. 



	 Charter School Funding: Inequity in the City 5

Public charter schools are increasingly common in American cities.  Our research 

indicates that urban charters tend to receive substantially less revenue on a per-pupil 

basis to serve their students than traditional public schools.  Charter school funding 
represents an inequity in the city.

Do both public charter schools and TPS in major metropolitan areas receive equitable 

per-pupil funding?  If not, what explains the funding gap?  New Orleans, with its 86 

percent charter school funding gap, is unique in ways that led us to treat it separately 

in our analysis.  For the remaining 14 metropolitan areas we find: 

Public charter schools receive an 
average of $5,721 less per-pupil than 

TPS, which represents a funding gap 
of 29 percent;

Twelve out of 14 metropolitan areas 
in our study receive a C or lower 

grade for charter school funding 
equity because students who 

attend charters receive more than 
10 percent less in funding than their 

peers in traditional public schools;

Houston demonstrated the greatest 
revenue balance between charters 

and TPS, as charters received 98 
percent of the per-pupil funding 

average of TPS;

Differences in the rates of enrolling 
students with special educational 
needs only explain the charter 
school funding gap in the cities of 
Atlanta and Boston;  

A dearth of education funding 
from local sources is most 
responsible for the charter school 
funding gap, as 8 of the areas 
provide no local funds to their 
public charter schools;

On average, state revenues increase 
the charter school funding gap in 
as many cities as they decrease it;

Federal education revenues, on average, 
worsen the charter school funding 
inequities, while private or nonpublic 
sources of funding vary dramatically 
across the 14 locations and only succeed 
in completely closing the charter school 
funding gap in Shelby County, TN.

In Atlanta, Houston, and Boston the 
public charter school funding gap 
declined from 2003 to 2014 while in 
Los Angeles, Indianapolis, Denver, New 
York City, and Washington it grew.

Shelby County, Tennessee, home of 
the city of Memphis, was unique in 

that charters received higher per-pupil 
funding than TPS, by 9 percent, due to 

generous philanthropic support;  

Public charter schools in Camden, 
New Jersey, are the most 

underfunded, receiving an average 
of $14,771 less in per-pupil funding 

that TPS, representing a 45 percent 
funding inequity;

29% AVERAGE 
FUNDING GAP

TENNESSEE 
FLIPS  
THE GAP

CAMDEN, NJ  
MOST 
UNDER-FUNDED

METRO 
AREAS 
INEQUALITY

HOUSTON 
BEST 
BALANCE

STATE $ 
EFFECTS  
ON GAP

FED AND  
NONPUBLIC 
INEQUITIES

SPECIAL ED 
DOES NOT

EXPLAIN GAP

LOCAL 
FUNDING 

TO BLAME

MOVEMENT IN 
FUNDING GAPS



	 Charter School Funding: Inequity in the City 6

Introduction

Public charter schools are a growing part of K-12 education.  Charter schools are public schools that 

are granted operational autonomy by their authorizing agency in return for a commitment to achieve 

specific performance goals.  Like traditional public schools, charter schools are free to students and 

overseen by the state.  Unlike traditional public schools, however, most charters are open to all students 

who wish to apply, regardless of where they live.  If a charter school is over-subscribed, usually random 

lotteries determine which students will 

be admitted.  Most charter schools are 

independent of the traditional public 

school district in which they operate.  

Public charter schools have become 

a major feature of the education 

landscape. The first public charter school 

was established in St. Paul, Minnesota, 

in 1991.  In 2015-16, there were over 6,800 public charter schools serving about 3 million students in 43 

states and the District of Columbia.1  That year the number of charter schools grew by about 2 percent 

and the number of students they served increased by 9 percent.  In New Orleans, Washington, D.C., 

and Detroit, public charter schools educate over 40 percent of K-12 students.  Why have public charter 

schools increased in popularity so rapidly?

Evidence

Research indicates that families enjoy2 the empowerment to opt out of residentially assigned public 

schools, if needed.3  Further, the autonomy granted to public charter schools allows them to establish a 

specialized mission and deeply rooted organizational culture.4  The additional autonomy that charters 

enjoy allows them to serve students based on student interests and learning styles, rather than the 

standardized approach to education commonly mandated in traditional public schools.  

The scientific evidence on the effectiveness of public charter schools is abundant, though studies 

have varied in quality.  A meta-analysis of 24 rigorous studies showed that, overall, charters have had 

1	 http://www.publiccharters.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/02/New-Closed-2016.pdf
2	 http://educationnext.org/what-do-parents-think-of-childrens-schools-ednext-private-district-charter/
3	 Stewart, T., & Wolf, P. J. (2014). The school choice journey:  School vouchers and the empowerment of urban families (New York: Palgrave 

MacMillan, 2014).
4	 See for example Fox, R. A., & Buchanan, N. K. (2014). Proud to be different: Ethnocentric niche charter schools in America (Lanham, MD: 

Rowman & Littlefield).

Charter schools are public schools 
that are granted operational 
autonomy by their authorizing agency 
in return for a commitment to achieve 
specific performance goals.

http://educationnext.org/what-do-parents-think-of-childrens-schools-ednext-private-district-charter/
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small positive effects on student achievement, as measured by standardized test scores.5  A national 

study of charter school performance in 26 states and the District of Columbia largely confirmed 

those results,6 though a U.S. Department of Education evaluation limited to charter middle schools 

reported no statistically significant effects.7  More relevant to our study here, an examination of 

charter school achievement effects 

in 41 large metropolitan areas across 

the country showed that urban 

charters consistently have boosted 

student achievement and the gains 

for students from disadvantaged 

backgrounds have been large.8  

Funding Equity

Research suggesting that charters’ effects on student achievement tend to be positive but modest in 

size has led policymakers to consider the resources that are available to charters.  Do charter schools 

receive higher per-pupil revenue allocations than traditional public schools (TPS)?  Is funding equal 

across the two public school sectors?  Do public charter schools tend to receive less per-pupil revenue 

than TPS?  Might charters produce even better results if they were better resourced?  Members of our 

research team have provided evidenced-based answers to these questions for more than a decade.  

In Charter School Funding: Inequity’s Next Frontier, we compared student funding in public charter 

schools versus TPS in 27 districts in 16 states plus the District of Columbia (D.C.) during school year 

2002-03.9  We found that public charter school students were funded at levels below TPS students in 

all but one state, Minnesota, and all but one school district, Albuquerque, New Mexico.  On average, 

charter students in the study received 21.7 percent less in funding than their TPS peers, with the state-

level gaps favoring TPS ranging from 4.8 percent in New Mexico to 39.5 percent in South Carolina.  This 

pioneering research concluded that, when a given student switched from a residentially assigned 

public school to a public charter school in 2002-03, less than four-fifths of the resources dedicated to 

the education of that student followed them into their charter school.

5	 Betts, J. R., & Tang, Y. E. (2011). The effect of charter schools on student achievement: A meta-analysis of the literature. Bothell, WA: 
Center on Reinventing Public Education.

6	 Cremata, E., Davis, D., Dickey, K., Lawyer, K., Negassi, Y., Raymond, M., & Woodworth, J. L. (2013). National charter school 
study. Stanford, CA: Center for Research on Education Outcomes.

7	 Gleason, P., Clark, M., Tuttle, C. C., and Dwoyer, E. (2010). The evaluation of charter school impacts: Final report (NCEE 2010-4029). 
Washington, D.C.: National Center for Education Evaluation and Regional Assistance, Institute of Education Sciences, U.S. Department 
of Education.

8	 CREDO (2013). Urban charter school study. Stanford, CA: Center for Research on Education Outcomes.
9	 Batdorff, M., Finn, C. E. Jr., Hassel, B., Maloney, L., Osberg, E., Speakman, S., & Terrell, M. G. (2005). Charter school funding: Inequity’s 

next frontier. Washington, D.C.: Thomas B. Fordham Institute. 

The additional autonomy that charters 
enjoy allows them to serve students 
based on student interests and learning 
styles, rather than the standardized 
approach to education commonly 
mandated in traditional public schools.

https://eric.ed.gov/?id=ED526353
https://credo.stanford.edu/documents/NCSS%202013%20Final%20Draft.pdf
https://credo.stanford.edu/documents/NCSS%202013%20Final%20Draft.pdf
https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/pubs/20104029/pdf/20104029.pdf
http://urbancharters.stanford.edu/summary.php
http://www.uaedreform.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/09/Charter-School-Funding-2005.pdf
http://www.uaedreform.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/09/Charter-School-Funding-2005.pdf

