
POLICY ISSUE
The characteristics of students enrolled in charter schools often differ from those of 
surrounding traditional public schools. Anecdotes of charter schools inappropriately 
discouraging unwanted students from applying (“cream skimming”) or encouraging 
struggling students to leave for a different school (“pushing out”) have led to the 
concern that such “enrollment gaps” are caused by charter schools systematically 
failing to meet their legal and moral obligation to educate all students. 

However, we currently know little about the underlying causes for such enrollment 
gaps. This study explores differences across charter and traditional public schools 
in terms of the probability that students with particular characteristics enter, exit, 
or experience a change in their status as a student with a disability or an English 
language learner. We also examine the extent to which any mobility or classifica-
tion differences across the sectors are caused by the sector a student attends versus 
preexisting differences between students who tend to enroll in either sector. For 
example, students who enter charter schools might be more highly mobile or more 
likely to be declassified out of specialized services than other students even if they 
had enrolled in a traditional public school.

STUDY DATA AND FINDINGS
We study student school preference, mobility, and classification changes in charter 
and traditional public schools within Newark, New Jersey. We focus on the enroll-
ment and classification patterns for three subgroups who are underrepresented in 
Newark charter schools: Hispanic students, students with disabilities, and English 
language learners. 

We find that members of each student subgroup we consider are less likely than oth-
er students to list a preference to enroll in a charter school, more likely to exit their 
school if they attend a charter school than if they attend a traditional public school, 
and more likely to be declassified out of special education if they attend a charter 
school than if they attend a traditional public school. 

We make use of a randomized component of school assignments to a subgroup of 
charter schools that participated in Newark’s universal enrollment system (from 
here, “participating charter school”), which includes about 75% of the city’s charter 
schools enrolling about 85% of its charter school students. We measure the causal 
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KEY FINDINGS

Casual effect of enrolling in 
participating charter school on 
probability of leaving school within 
two years

Figure below shows students in 
participating charter schools are less 
likely to leave within two years.
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Note: Numbers above are percentage point 
differences in the probability of a student 
leaving their school within the next two 
years. So, for example, an English Learner 
is 16.3 percentage points less likely to leave 
within two years, even when controlling for 
their school preference. 

*Indicates statistically significant at the 5% 
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effect of enrolling in a participating 
charter school on a student’s subse-
quent mobility and receipt of special 
education services. 

First, we find that enrolling in a par-
ticipating charter school reduces the 
likelihood that a student leaves their 
school within the next 2 years overall, 
as well as for students with disabilities 
and English language learners. Enroll-
ing in a participating charter school 
does not have a statistically significant 
impact on the mobility of Hispanic 
students. Further, the relationship 
between enrolling in a participating 
charter school and mobility does not 
differ by the student’s test scores at 
entry. Second, the decrease in mobility 
caused by enrolling in a participat-
ing charter school is largely, but not 
entirely, driven by the fact that these 
students are often attending a school 
that they ranked highly during the 
school assignment process.

Third, enrolling in a participating 
charter school increases the likelihood 
that a student with a disability is later 
declassified out of special education, 
but it does not impact the probability 
that a student is newly placed into 
special education.

POLICY IMPLICATIONS
Our results provide new insights into 
the factors that drive demograph-
ic differences between charter and 
traditional public schools. We show 
that each aspect of the enrollment and 
classification process – entry, exit, 
declassification, and receiving a new 
classification – contributes to lower 
enrollments of Hispanic students, 
students with disabilities, and English 
language learners. 

However, several of our results also 
challenge some common beliefs about 
the nature of charter school enroll-
ments. Our finding that enrolling in a 
participating charter school reduces the 
likelihood that students subsequently 
exit their school represents the most 
direct evidence to date contrasting the 
claim that charter schools systemat-
ically push out students. To be clear, 
we estimate the effect of enrolling 
in a participating charter school on 
average, and thus our results do not 
exclude the possibility that charter 
schools have inappropriately excluded 
students in some specific cases. Rather, 
our finding that, on average, enrolling 
in a charter school reduces the likeli-
hood that a student exits their school 

strongly suggests that such behavior 
is not systematic within participating 
charter schools in Newark. 

Our result that enrolling in a charter 
school makes it more likely that a 
student with disabilities is reclassified 
out of special education is worthy 
of future research. It could be that 
charter schools declassify students in 
order to avoid providing them with 
expensive services. On the other hand, 
charter schools may better address the 
learning needs of students classified 
with disabilities in a general educa-
tion environment. These would have 
very different policy implications. 
The first warrants more oversight into 
the charter sector for not providing 
services to students that they should 
lawfully be provided. The second war-
rants codifying what special education 
practices are working in the charter 
school sector that could be replicated 
in traditional public schools as well. 
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