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As Arkansas’ flagship institution, the  

University of Arkansas provides an 

internationally competitive education 

in more than 200 academic programs. 

Founded in 1871, the U of A contributes 

more than $2.2 billion to Arkansas’ 

economy through the teaching of new 

knowledge and skills, entrepreneurship 

and job development, discovery through 

research and creative activity while 

also providing training for professional 

disciplines. The Carnegie Foundation 

classifies the U of A among the top 3% 

of U.S. colleges and universities with the 

highest level of research activity. U.S. News & World Report ranks the U of A among the top 

public universities in the nation. See how the U of A works to build a better world at Arkansas 

Research News. 

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 initiative 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, Distinguished 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.



CHARTER SCHOOL FUNDING: DID INITIAL PANDEMIC RELIEF ADVANCE EQUITY IN THE CITY? 

Executive Summary 
In early 2020, the global COVID-19 pandemic closed schools for the rest of the 2019-20 school 
year (fiscal year 2020 or FY20). The United States Congress deployed funds to help K-12 schools 
adjust and plan for reopening via the Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and Economic Security (CARES) 
Act, including the initial $13.2 billion installment through the Elementary and Secondary School 
Emergency Relief Fund (ESSER I) and initial $2.95 billion installment through the Governor’s 
Emergency Education Relief (GEER I) Fund. Private sector and non-profit organizations, including 
charter schools, were also eligible for loans through the Small Business Administration’s Paycheck 
Protection Program (PPP), most of which were partially or fully forgiven. 

In this report, we extend our analysis of school funding during FY20 from our 2023 report, “Charter 
School Funding: Little Progress Toward Equity in the City.” In that report, we found that, on average, 
charter schools receive about 30 percent ($7,147) less funding per pupil compared to traditional 
public schools (TPS). That analysis excluded COVID relief funding. Here we compare the initial 
emergency COVID relief funds received by TPS and charter schools in 18 US Cities: Atlanta, Georgia; 
Boston, Massachusetts; Camden, New Jersey; Chicago, Illinois; Denver, Colorado; Detroit, Michigan; 
Houston, Texas; Indianapolis, Indiana; Little Rock, Arkansas; Memphis, Tennessee; New Orleans, 
Louisiana; New York City, New York; Oakland, California; Phoenix, Arizona; San Antonio, Texas; Tulsa, 
Oklahoma; and Washington, DC. We use data from federal and state sources to address the following 
research questions: (1) did emergency COVID relief funds allocated to publicly-funded schools in 
FY20 widen or narrow the preexisting charter school funding gap? and (2) was initial COVID relief 
funding (allocated for FY20) distributed equitably relative to student poverty? 

Major Findings 
• On average across 18 cities in FY20, charter received 34 percent ($204 per pupil) more 

schools received 53 percent ($451) more ESSER I funds and 19 percent ($50 per pupil) 
COVID relief per pupil ($1,302) compared to more GEER I funds compared to charter schools. 
TPS ($851; see Figure ES1). 

• In only eight of the 18 cities in our analysis 
• This charter school advantage in terms of did any K-12 public schools receive GEER I 

COVID relief helped to marginally close the funds (Indianapolis, Los Angeles, New Orleans, 
existing TPS-charter school funding gap, New York City, Oakland, Phoenix, Tulsa, and 
favoring TPS, from 30 percent ($7,147 per Washington, DC). However, in DC, Indianapolis, 
pupil) without COVID relief to 27 percent and New York City, only TPS received GEER 
($6,696 per pupil) with it (see Figure ES2). I funds, leaving Los Angeles, New Orleans, 

Oakland, Phoenix, and Tulsa as the only charter 
• However, without PPP dollars, the TPS-charter sectors in our study that received GEER I funds. 

school funding gap would have widened; TPS 
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Figure ES1: FY20 COVID Relief Revenue, 18-City Average 

˛˛  °°° 

$2,000 

$592 
$388 

$259 

$209 

$705 $851 

$1,302 

$0 

$500 

$1,000 

$1,500 

˜°˛ ˝˙ˆˇ˘ˇ˛˙ 

CO
VI

D
 R

el
ie

f P
er

 P
up

il 

Figure ES2: Total FY20 Revenue, 18-City Average 
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Figure ES2: Total FY20 Revenue, 18-City Average
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Major Findings cont'd. 

• Overall, TPS received 19 percent ($50) more GEER I funds per pupil, despite charter schools
receiving GEER serving a higher concentration of students in poverty relative to TPS receiving
GEER (80 percent versus 75 percent, respectively).

• Charter schools in each of the 18 cities applied for PPP loans, almost all of which were fully
forgiven. On average, charter schools received $705 per pupil in PPP revenue. Charter schools
benefiting from PPP were, on average, representative of the entire charter school sample in terms
of concentration of students in poverty.
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Introduction 

In early 2020, the global COVID-19 pandemic 
closed school buildings for the rest of the 2019-
20 school year (fiscal year 2020 or FY20). The 
United States Congress deployed funds to help 
K-12 schools adjust to remote learning and
plan for returning to school in person via the
Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and Economic Security
(CARES) Act, including the initial $13.2 billion
first installment in the Elementary and Secondary
School Emergency Relief Fund (ESSER I)1 and
the initial $2.95 billion installment through
the Governor’s Emergency Education Relief
(GEER I) Fund. Private sector and non-profit
organizations, including charter schools, were
also eligible for loans through the Small Business
Administration’s (SBA’s) Paycheck Protection
Program (PPP), the majority of which were
partially or fully forgiven.

The US Department of Education required state 
education agencies to distribute ESSER I funds 
to school districts and independent charter 
schools according to a formula based on 2018-
19 Title I, Part A allocations. In contrast, Congress 
gave governors wide discretion to allocate 
GEER funds, and the onus to apply for PPP loans 
fell upon charter school operators. Therefore, 
COVID relief funds were not consistently 
allocated according to uniform principles. 

Our previous research shows that on average 
charter schools in the 18 major U.S. cities we 

studied received about 30 percent ($7,147) 
less funding per pupil compared to traditional 
public schools (TPS) in the 2019-20 school year.2 

About two-thirds of this gap can be attributed 
to TPS in those cities serving more students 
receiving special education services. However, 
even after accounting for this difference, a large 
funding gap remained, putting charter schools 
at a disadvantage entering the pandemic. 
This funding disadvantage could have been 
especially challenging at a time when schools 
needed to quickly pivot to remote instruction 
and were grappling with whether and how to 
reopen school buildings in the fall. 

Nationally, charter schools were less likely than 
TPS to reopen in person during the 2020-21 
school year, which could suggest they lacked 
the resources to open safely.3 Charter school 
administrators were also slightly less likely than 
TPS administrators to report that they had access 
to the support and resources they needed in 
the spring of 2020, according to the National 
Center for Education Statistics’ National Teacher 
and Principal Survey.4 On the other hand, on the 
same survey, charter school teachers were more 
likely than TPS teachers to report having access 
to what they needed during that time.

Interestingly, research from Stanford University’s 
Center for Research on Educational Outcomes 
(CREDO) found that charter schools pivoted to 

7 
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remote instruction very quickly, especially in 
comparison to TPS.5 In January 2022, nearly two 
years into the pandemic, a survey by EdChoice 
found that charter school parents reported 
higher levels of satisfaction with their children’s 
schools compared to TPS parents.6 Charter 
schools seem to have adjusted well to the 
challenges of the pandemic despite receiving 
less funding, but it is possible that pandemic 
relief funding was allocated to charter schools 
in such a way that improved equity, allowing 
charter schools to better serve their students. 

In this report, we examine the following 
research questions: 

1. Did initial emergency COVID relief funds 
(allocated in FY20) allocated to publicly-
funded schools widen or narrow the 
preexisting charter school funding gap? 

2. Was initial COVID relief funding distributed 
equitably relative to student poverty? 

In the following sections, we describe the 
data we use to address this question, present 
our findings, and discuss limitations and 
implications. 

Methodology 
This report builds upon our 2023 report 
analyzing revenues received by TPS and charter 
schools in the 2019-20 fiscal year.7 That prior 
report does not fully reflect the COVID relief 
funding allocated in FY20, as generally those 
dollars had not been “booked” into the school’s 
or district’s accounting system or spent by the 
close of the fiscal year on June 30, 2020. For the 
18 cities in that prior report, we now attempt to 

fully capture the three types of initial emergency 
COVID relief funding—ESSER I, GEER I, and PPP 
funds, the last of which was only available to 
charter schools. 

We now attempt to fully 
capture the three types of 
initial emergency COVID relief 
funding—ESSER I, GEER I, and 
PPP funds.

For ESSER I and GEER I funds, we primarily 
used the U.S. Department of Education’s report 
on COVID relief funds allocated between 
March 13, 2020, and September 30, 2020 
and supplemented with state sources. We 
only capture funds allocated by the federal 
government before July 1, 2020, though they 
may have been received or reported by schools 
on or after July 1.8 If the federal report did not 
document that a school in our analysis received 
ESSER I or GEER I funding, we verified whether 
this school received funding through either of 
these streams using state sources. 

For PPP funds, we primarily used the Small 
Business Administration’s database of PPP 
loans granted, repaid, exempted, and forgiven 
and supplemented with available independent 
charter school audits. Since the SBA at least 
partially forgave virtually all PPP loans,9 we 
counted every PPP loan received by charter 
schools in our sample as revenue, even in the 
rare cases where we could not verify the amount 
forgiven. In most cases for which we have data, 
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the amount forgiven was greater than 100 
percent of the original loan amount (up to 102.5 
percent). We assume this is because the loan 
accrued interest before it was forgiven. While 
PPP loans were not forgiven until after FY20, we 
classify PPP loan proceeds granted in FY20 as 
revenue in that year because they ultimately did 
not need to be repaid. To be forgiven, the SBA 
required that PPP loan recipients spend at least 
60 percent of the funds on payroll and use those 
funds to maintain their pre-pandemic staff’s 
employment, compensation, and benefits.10 For 
further information regarding our methodology 
and data sources, see Appendix A. 

Our prior report, "Charter School Funding: 
Little Progress Towards Equity in the City," 
captured any ESSER I or GEER I funding that was 
received and booked by schools prior 
to July 1st.11 This report captures 
all allocated federal aid from these 
funding streams, including funds that 
were received before and after July 
1st. For our first research question, we 
add allocated federal aid to the per 
pupil funding totals from our previous report to 
investigate the impact of early COVID aid on the 
TPS-charter funding disparity. Some ESSER I or 
GEER I funding may be double counted using 
this methodology if it was received and booked 
prior to July 1st. However, given the timing of 
aid dispersal, we believe this was only the case 
for a small amount of the funding 
allocated from these funding sources. 
Even so, our estimates of the impact 
of early COVID aid on the funding gap 
should be interpreted as the maximum 
potential impact. 

Results 
Cross-City Averages 
Overall, we find that charter schools received 
53 percent ($451) more COVID relief funds 
per pupil relative to TPS when all sources are 
combined. As shown in Figure 1, on average 
across our 18 cities, charter schools received 
$388 per pupil in ESSER I funds, 34 percent 
less than the $592 per pupil received by TPS. 
Additionally, TPS received $259 per pupil in 
GEER I funds, which was 19 percent ($50) more 
than the $209 per pupil that charter schools 
garnered. Finally, charter schools received $705 
per pupil in PPP revenue while TPS did not have 
access to this financial assistance. 

Charter schools received 53 percent 
($451) more COVID relief funds per 
pupil relative to TPS.

As documented in our previous study, according 
to booked revenue, charter schools received 
significantly less revenue (30 percent or $7,147) 
per pupil in FY20, the vast majority from non-
COVID funding sources. The COVID relief 
charters received appears to have helped to 
marginally close this gap—reducing it to 27 
percent or $6,697 (see Figure 2). 

The COVID relief charters received 
appears to have helped to marginally 
close this gap—reducing it to 27 
percent or $6,697.

9 
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Figure 1: FY20 COVID Relief Revenue, 18-City Average
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Figure ES2: Total FY20 Revenue, 18-City Average
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Figure 1: Overall Distribution of COVID Relief Funds, 18-City Average

Figure 2: Total FY20 Revenue, 18-City Average
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Averages By City
Next, we examine COVID relief by city. In Figure 
3, we plot all COVID relief funds received 
per pupil in FY20 in each sector against the 
concentration of students eligible for free- 
and reduced-price lunch (FRL) in the sector, 
where bubble size represents total student 
enrollment in that sector. At the sector level, 
there is no statistically significant relationship 
between percent FRL and total FY20 COVID 
funds. The lack of a relationship is likely 
because only one of the three funding streams 
was explicitly linked to student poverty, and 
almost all the school sectors in our sample 
enroll student bodies that are majority in 
poverty. The second and third installments 

of ESSER I funding in fiscal year 2020-21 were 
allocated to schools based on student poverty 
(FRL). Total COVID funding over time likely will 
have a stronger correlation to percent FRL. 

In 13 of 17 cities, charter schools received more 
COVID relief funds per pupil than their respective 
TPS (see Figure 4)—Atlanta, Boston, Denver, 

At the sector level, there is no 
statistically significant relationship 
between percent FRL and total 
FY20 COVID funds.

Figure 3: Distribution of COVID Relief Funds, by Sector Poverty Level

Note: Bubble size represents sector total student enrollment. The statistical correlation between percent FRL and 
COVID relief per pupil is insignificant.
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Figure 3: Distribution of COVID Relief Funds (Including PPP)

In 13 of 17 cities, charter schools 
received more COVID relief funds 
per pupil than their respective TPS.
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Houston, Indianapolis, Los Angeles, Memphis, schools were at a small disadvantage in terms of 
New York City, Oakland, Phoenix, San Antonio, funding booked in FY20 (seven percent less), but 
Tulsa, and Washington, DC.  However, access to they received $965 (209 percent) more COVID 
PPP was a sig0nificant driver of charter’s COVID funding, primarily driven by access to PPP. Taking 
funding advantage. Charters 
received more non-PPP 
COVID relief funding in only 
four of the 13 cities in which 

Access to PPP was a significant driver of 
charter’s COVID funding advantage.

charters had a COVID relief 
advantage, including Denver, Houston, Phoenix, 
and San Antonio. In most cities in our analysis, 
the TPS-charter funding gap would have 
widened due to COVID relief if charter schools 
did not have access to PPP funding. 

Considering all three federal programs, COVID 
relief funding marginally decreased the TPS-
charter school funding gap in 
most cities, with a few notable 
exceptions (see Figure 5). In 
Camden, New Jersey, the TPS 
not only received 50 percent 

COVID relief funding marginally 
decreased the TPS-charter school 
funding gap in most cities.

more funding booked in 
FY20, they also received 22 percent more COVID 
relief funding, increasing the TPS-charter school 
funding gap from $19,711 to $20,157 per pupil. 
COVID relief funds increased the charter school 
funding gap in Chicago and Detroit as well. 

In Houston, where charter schools received 
$417 (three percent) more funding 
booked in FY20 per pupil, charter 
schools also received $207 (67 
percent) more COVID relief funding 
per pupil, increasing the TPS-
charter school funding gap to $624, 
favoring charter schools. In Memphis, charter 

into account COVID relief puts Memphis charter 
schools at a small funding advantage, with $119 
more funds per pupil compared to their TPS. 
In most cities, TPS and charter schools’ access 
to additional funds during the early months 
of the COVID-19 pandemic helped to slightly 
close historic gaps in funding, which our past 

reports have shown to be only partially related 
to demographic differences between the two 
sectors.12 Interestingly, neither TPS nor charter 
schools received any GEER I funds in 10 out of 
the 18 cities. 

Neither TPS nor charter schools 
received any GEER I funds in 10 out 
of the 18 cities.

12 
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Figure 4: COVID Relief Per Pupil by Sector by City
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Figure 4: COVID Relief Per Pupil by Sector by City
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Figure 5: Total FY20 Funding Per Pupil by Sector by City
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Discussion 
This report provides an initial look at COVID 
relief funds allocated prior to July 1, 2020. 
Congress allocated two more waves of ESSER I 
funding in December 2020 and March 2021, 
which were over four and nine times larger than 
the amount of funding allocated in ESSER I, 
respectively. Additionally, Congress allocated 
a second installment of GEER funds (over $4 
million) in December 2020 and charter schools 
may have applied for and received PPP loans 
after FY20 ended. Therefore, the complete story 
of COVID aid to urban public 
schools remains to be told. 

However, we find that, in the 
initial wave of federal funding, 
charter schools in 18 major 

(New Jersey), Chicago, and Detroit, COVID 
relief funds served to widen the gap, increasing 
TPS’ funding advantage over charter schools. In 
Houston, COVID relief funding further increased 
charters’ funding advantage. On the whole, 
however, it appears that COVID relief funds 
promoted equity by reducing funding gaps 
between the charter and TPS school sectors. 

The initial wave of COVID school funding in FY20 
does not appear to have advanced equity in 
our 18 cities in terms of providing extra support 
for income-disadvantaged students. However, 
the lack of significant variation in percent FRL 

across the sectors within the 18 cities, along 

COVID relief funds promoted equity by 
reducing funding gaps between the 
charter and TPS school sectors.

US cities received 53 percent 
more emergency COVID relief 
per pupil than their TPS counterparts when all 
sources are combined. Charter schools’ COVID 
early relief advantage was primarily driven by 
their access to PPP loan revenue, virtually all of 
which was forgiven. If PPP is excluded, TPS have 
a 30 percent COVID relief advantage. 

The charter school advantage in terms of COVID 
relief helped to marginally close the preexisting 
funding gap that put charter schools at a 
disadvantage in FY20, shrinking it slightly from 
30 percent before the COVID 
relief allocations to 27 percent 
after. COVID relief funds 
helped to close TPS-charter 
school funding gaps in most 
cities. However, in Camden 

with the fact that only one of the three federal 
funding streams we examine was intended 
to be allocated in proportion to the percent 
of students in poverty, likely explains why we 
do not find a significant correlation between 
percent FRL and FY20 pandemic relief. Further 
research should examine whether the second 
and third waves of ESSER I funding increased 
funding equity in terms of student poverty. 

Further research should examine 
whether the second and third waves 
of ESSER I funding increased funding 
equity in terms of student poverty.
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Appendix A: Data Sources 
School Inclusion, Enrollment, and Booked FY20 Revenue. We examine each school included 

in our previous report on FY20 charter school funding, "Charter School Funding: Little Progress 

Towards Equity in the City."13 Information regarding the data sources used can be found in 

Appendix A of that report. Sector enrollment and demographics are shown below in Table A.1. 

Table A.1: Demographic Characteristics by Sector in 18 US Cities, 2019-20 School Year 

Overall Enrollment Poverty ESL SPED 

City 
Total Public 

School Enrollment 

Students 
Attending 

Charter TPS Charter TPS Charter TPS Charter 
Atlanta 64,984 36.3% 77.3% 59.2% 4.5% 0.3% 12.6% 3.8% 

Boston 65,084 22.4% 58.3% 53.9% 32.4% 15.3% 21.3% 18.5% 

Camden 16,954 59.2% 56.4% 90.3% 12.5% 10.0% 17.8% 13.7% 

Chicago 344,801 16.5% 78.8% 88.4% 21.0% 16.4% 18.2% 18.1% 

Denver 92,772 23.4% 61.0% 71.6% 29.1% 37.3% 19.6% 16.9% 

Detroit 87,421 41.8% 81.5% 90.3% 11.4% 10.1% 14.5% 9.6% 

Houston 249,771 15.9% 79.1% 89.6% 33.9% 32.3% 8.1% 7.1% 

Indianapolis 51,118 49.9% 66.0% 73.5% 21.9% 10.8% 17.1% 14.6% 

Little Rock 30,142 28.8% 76.3% 66.0% 16.6% 10.1% 15.4% 11.4% 

Los Angeles 600,860 19.6% 78.9% 77.0% 19.7% 19.3% 14.6% 10.6% 

Memphis 116,238 23.6% 55.0% 60.1% 12.0% 9.5% 11.7% 9.4% 

New Orleans 50,766 100.0% n/a 81.5% n/a 6.9% n/a 12.6% 

New York City 1,054,562 11.8% 74.4% 80.1% 14.6% 6.8% 24.8% 18.7% 

Oakland 52,917 31.7% 70.9% 66.7% 32.8% 28.2% 14.1% 10.4% 

Phoenix 363,597 13.4% 52.9% 47.1% 10.6% 10.9% 12.0% 8.6% 

San Antonio 60,341 19.6% 89.3% 82.3% 20.7% 19.0% 12.3% 8.8% 

Tulsa 40,109 11.1% 75.5% 59.4% 24.2% 17.9% 16.4% 12.9% 

Washington, DC 93,963 46.0% 42.7% 40.7% 15.7% 7.9% 15.5% 14.5% 

Total 3,436,400 19.9% 72.0% 73.5% 18.1% 13.9% 17.8% 13.0% 

Note: Red text indicates a between-sector difference greater than five percentage points. For the purposes of our analysis, New 
Orleans is a charter-school-only district, thus “n/a” = “not applicable.” While three TPS were still in operation in FY20, we did not 
find sufficient information on these schools’ finances to include these schools in our analysis 

ESSER I and GEER I Funding. Our primary source for ESSER I and GEER I funds was the US 

Department of Education’s Education Stabilization Fund Data Download.14 When we could not 

fnd a school or educational entity in the federal source, we referred to state sources.15 Finally, if a 

school or educational entity did not appear in either federal or state sources, we referred to data 

from the National Education Association.16 

17 

https://Association.16
https://sources.15
https://Download.14
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PPP Funding. We use data from the Small Business Administration Office of Capital Access.17 In 

cases where a charter management company applied for PPP funds for multiple schools, we reviewed the 

locations of that CMO’s schools and excluded those schools not located within the geographical area of the 

cities we study, estimating the PPP loans allocated to those schools based on enrollment and excluding 

them from the charter school sector PPP total in that city.18 If the borrower name for a PPP loan 

did not match any school name in our sample, we used FederalPay.org, a public resource not 

affiliated with any US government agency, to identify whether the school may have borrowed 

under a different name than the school or management organization name.
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16 Schools missing from federal and state sources required us to refer to the National Education Association in the following 
states. Arizona: https://www.nea.org/sites/default/files/2021-08/Arizona%20Allocations%20to%20LEAs%20under%20the%20 

ESSER%20%26%20GEER%20Funds.pdf; Illinois: https://www.nea.org/sites/default/files/2021-07/Illinois%20Allocations%20 

to%20LEAs%20under%20the%20ESSER%20%26%20GEER%20Funds.pdf; Indiana: https://www.nea.org/sites/default/ 
files/2021-07/Indiana%20Allocations%20to%20LEAs%20under%20the%20ESSER%20%26%20GEER%20Funds.pdf; 
Massachusetts: https://www.nea.org/sites/default/files/2021-07/Massachusetts%20Allocations%20to%20LEAs%20under%20 

the%20ESSER%20%26%20GEER%20Funds.pdf; Michigan: https://www.nea.org/sites/default/files/2021-07/Michigan%20 

Allocations%20to%20LEAs%20under%20the%20ESSER%20%26%20GEER%20Funds.pdf; and Oklahoma: https://www.nea.org/ 
sites/default/files/2021-08/Oklahoma%20Allocations%20to%20LEAs%20under%20the%20ESSER%20%26%20GEER%20Funds. 
pdf. 

17 https://data.sba.gov/dataset/ppp-foia 

18 See Appendix A for charter school audit sources in Charter school funding: Little progress toward equity in the city. 
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