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As part of the education reforms of the 1990s, charter schools were proposed as a 

private alternative to public education, offering parents and their children greater choices. 

Publicly financed but privately operated, charter schools have now grown in numbers and 

influence. While there are many studies of student outcomes in charter schools 

demonstrating mixed results, one negative outcome of charter schools has been less 

examined. Since inception, 23% of charter schools nationally have closed and these 

closures are disruptive to parents, children, and their school districts. This paper 

addresses charter school closures from an organizational perspective. Applying theory 

from population ecology and resource dependency theory, the population of nonprofit 

charter schools is examined. What are the primary determinants of charter school success 

and failure?  

Florida, with the third highest number of charter schools nationally and, at the 

same time, the highest number of charter school closures in the United States, is a 
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paradox. This study identifies the significant variables that are related to school survival 

and failure in the state of Florida over the years 2015-16 through 2015-16.  

Variables tested in this study, using Survival Analysis (SA), include age, 

management structure, size, school performance, grants, and density. All variables except 

density at founding were significant in explaining the unique variance in survival rates 

among charters. Charter schools sub-contracted by for-profit educational management 

organizations (EMOs) were larger, achieved higher grades, secured more grants and 

achieved higher survival rates than their counterpart nonprofit, independent, and charter 

management organization (CMO) led schools. These results contribute to our 

understanding of charter school survival and failure, thereby informing public policy 

options to strengthen the charter school population and the nation’s public education 

system overall.  

  

  



 vii 

CHARTER SCHOOL CLOSURES IN FLORIDA, 2006-2016: A POPULATION 

ECOLOGY PERSPECTIVE 

LIST OF TABLES ............................................................................................................. xi	  

LIST OF FIGURES ......................................................................................................... xiii	  

CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION ....................................................................................... 1	  

Background ................................................................................................................... 1	  

Statement of the Problem .............................................................................................. 3	  

Charter Schools as a Population ................................................................................... 4	  

Scope of the Research ................................................................................................... 4	  

Methodological Approach ............................................................................................ 5	  

Significance of the Study .............................................................................................. 6	  

Limitations of the Study................................................................................................ 7	  

Outline of the Study ...................................................................................................... 7	  

CHAPTER 2. OVERVIEW OF THE CHARTER SCHOOL MOVEMENT .................... 9	  

Introduction ................................................................................................................... 9	  

Evolution of the Charter School Movement ............................................................... 10	  

Market Theory of Charter Schools ............................................................................. 12	  

Legal Framework ........................................................................................................ 13	  

Charter School Laws across the Nation ...................................................................... 14	  

Florida State Law ........................................................................................................ 15	  

Assessing Charter School Success and Failure ........................................................... 19



 viii 

Student Achievement ............................................................................................ 20	  

Innovation ............................................................................................................. 23	  

Competitive Impact on Traditional Public Schools .............................................. 24	  

Efficiency .............................................................................................................. 26	  

Governance ........................................................................................................... 28	  

Charter School Closures ....................................................................................... 29	  

Organization Structure .......................................................................................... 31	  

Summary ..................................................................................................................... 34	  

CHAPTER 3. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK ............................................................. 36	  

Introduction ................................................................................................................. 36	  

Population Ecology Theory ........................................................................................ 37	  

Resource Dependency Theory .................................................................................... 41	  

Applications of Theory to Organizational Mortality .................................................. 42	  

Private Sector Studies ........................................................................................... 42	  

Nonprofit Studies .................................................................................................. 44	  

Charter School Closure Studies ............................................................................ 48	  

Variables for the Study of Charter School Closures ................................................... 53	  

Age ........................................................................................................................ 54	  

Subpopulation Organization Structure .................................................................. 54	  

Size ........................................................................................................................ 55	  

Student Outcomes ................................................................................................. 55	  

Extra Resources .................................................................................................... 56	  

Density .................................................................................................................. 56	  



 ix 

Summary ..................................................................................................................... 57	  

CHAPTER 4. METHODOLOGY .................................................................................... 59	  

Introduction ................................................................................................................. 59	  

Research Design .......................................................................................................... 60	  

Variables and Sources of Data .................................................................................... 62	  

Dependent Variable .............................................................................................. 62	  

Independent Variables .......................................................................................... 63	  

Statistical Techniques ................................................................................................. 74	  

Descriptive Statistics ............................................................................................. 74	  

Survival Analysis (SA) ......................................................................................... 74	  

Summary ..................................................................................................................... 79	  

CHAPTER 5. DATA ANALYSIS, FINDINGS, AND DISCUSSION ........................... 80	  

Descriptive Statistics ................................................................................................... 80	  

Overview of School Closures and Censored Schools ........................................... 80	  

Demographic Data Disaggregated by Graded and Ungraded Schools ................. 83	  

Demographic Data Disaggregated by School Management Structure ................. 86	  

Demographic Data Disaggregated by Closed vs. Censored (Open) Schools ....... 88	  

Hypotheses Testing and Results ................................................................................. 89	  

Hypothesis H1: Age ............................................................................................... 90	  

Hypothesis H2: Management Structure ................................................................. 92	  

Hypothesis H3: School Performance (Grades) ...................................................... 95	  

Hypothesis H4: Size (Enrollment) ......................................................................... 97	  

Hypothesis H5: Extra Resources (Grants) ........................................................... 100	  



 x 

Hypothesis H6: Density ....................................................................................... 102	  

Combined Predictors of School Survival .................................................................. 104	  

Ungraded Schools ............................................................................................... 104	  

Schools with Grades ........................................................................................... 105	  

Summary ................................................................................................................... 107	  

CHAPTER 6. CONCLUSIONS, RECOMMENDATIONS, AND FUTURE           

STUDY ........................................................................................................................... 109	  

Conclusions ............................................................................................................... 110	  

The Management Structure of Charter Schools .................................................. 110	  

Age, Size, and Density at Close .......................................................................... 111	  

Grants in the Form of Capital Funding ............................................................... 113	  

School Grades and Charter Schools .................................................................... 115	  

Charter Schools and Closures ............................................................................. 115	  

Implications for Public Policy and Practice .............................................................. 117	  

Management Structure and Charters ................................................................... 117	  

Charter School Closures ..................................................................................... 118	  

Charter School Grading ...................................................................................... 120	  

Limitations and Recommendations for Future Research .......................................... 121	  

Limitations of the Study...................................................................................... 121	  

Recommendations for Future Research .............................................................. 122	  

Summary ................................................................................................................... 125	  

 REFERENCES .............................................................................................................. 127	  

 



 xi 

TABLES 

Table 1. Charter Schools in Florida, Open and Closed, 2005-2016 .............................. 63	  

Table 2. Charter School Closures in Florida, 2006-2016: Variables and Sources           

 of Data .............................................................................................................. 73	  

Table 3.  Closed and Open Schools (Censored) by Management Structure ................... 82	  

Table 4.  School Demographics Disaggregated by Not Graded and Graded           

 Schools ............................................................................................................. 85	  

Table 5.  School Demographics Disaggregated by Management Services ..................... 87	  

Table 6.  School Demographics Disaggregated by Closed vs. Open Schools ................ 89	  

Table 7.  Cox Regression Analysis for Variable of Time Open Prior to 2005 ............... 91	  

Table 8.  Cox Regression Analysis for Variable of Management Structure ................... 95	  

Table 9.  Cox Regression Analysis for Variable of Individual Grade ............................ 97	  

Table 10.  Cox Regression Analysis for Variable of Individual Size (Enrollment) ....... 100	  

Table 11.  Cox Regression Analysis for Variable of Extra Resources (Grants) ............. 101	  

Table 12.  Cox Regression Analysis for Variable of Density ......................................... 104	  

Table 13.  Cox Regression Analysis for Variables of Time, Management Structure, 

 School Size, Grants, and Density Predicting Charter School Survival          

 Rate for All Schools ....................................................................................... 105	  

Table 14.  Cox Regression Analysis for Variables of Time, Management Structure, 

 Grades, School Size, Grants, and Density Predicting Charter School      

 Survival Rate for Graded Schools .................................................................. 106 



 xii 

Table 15.  Summary of Cox Regression Analysis for Variables of Age,          

 Management Structure, School Grades, School Size, Grants, and             

 Density ........................................................................................................... 108	  

	  

 

 



 xiii 

FIGURES 

Figure 1.  Selected variables for the study of Florida’s closed charter schools,            

 2006-2016 ........................................................................................................ 58	  

Figure 2.  Sample of schools studied, time to closure ...................................................... 77	  

Figure 3.  Survival function, time to event ....................................................................... 78	  

Figure 4.  Closed and open (censored) charter schools, 2006-2016 ................................. 81	  

Figure 5.  Closed charter schools by management structure type .................................... 82	  

Figure 6.  Open (censored) charter schools by management structure type ..................... 82	  

Figure 7.  Charter school closures by year, organization structure .................................. 83	  

Figure 8.  Kaplan-Meier survival function for time open prior to 2005 ........................... 91	  

Figure 9.  Charter school survival rates disaggregated by management structure       

 (N=292) ............................................................................................................ 93	  

Figure 10. Hazard rates disaggregated by management structure (N=292). ..................... 94	  

Figure 11. Kaplan-Meier survival function based on school grades, A (4) B (3) C           

 (2) D (1) and F (0) (N= 224). ........................................................................... 96	  

Figure 12. Kaplan-Meier survival function, average school size. .................................... 98	  

Figure 13. Kaplan-Meier survival function, first school size. .......................................... 98	  

Figure 14. Kaplan-Meier survival function, grade at close. ............................................. 99	  

Figure 15. Kaplan-Meier survival function, grants. ........................................................ 101	  

Figure 16. Kaplan-Meier survival function, density at open. ......................................... 102	  

Figure 17. Kaplan-Meier survival function, density at end. ........................................... 103



 1 

CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION 

Background 

Traditionally in the United States, public education has been a government 

monopoly. While the education marketplace offers families alternatives through private 

schools, both religious and non-sectarian, these schools charge tuition. For the general 

public, a free K-12 education was only available through local school districts, funded by 

a mix of state and local tax revenues. Since the 1990s the availability of a new kind of 

public school creates another option available to parents: a publicly supported institution 

that does not charge tuition but is operated by private organizations known as charter 

schools. 

 Economist Milton Friedman (1955) argued against the public sector’s monopoly 

of public education and in the 1960s he had the ear of President Nixon. But Friedman’s 

call for school vouchers that could be used by parents toward enrollment of any school of 

choice, private or public, never gained traction. However, another school choice 

instrument - charter schools - was evolving as a more palliative choice option. In 1992, 

the first charter school opened in Minnesota. Also in 1992, Osborne and Gaebler 

published the book, Reinventing Government, which used a case study of charter schools 

in their chapter advocating for competition with government sponsored services. The 

book became a bestseller and gave charter schools a spotlight for education reformers 

interested in a more politically expedient approach to school choice. From there, the 
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movement took off with more and more states adopting charter school legislation over 

the next two decades.  

Charter schools are defined as “independently managed, publicly funded schools 

operating under a ‘charter’ or a contract between the schools and the state or jurisdiction, 

allowing for significant autonomy flexibility” (National Charter School Resource Center, 

n.d.). The specifics of charter schools’ eligibility and operations are further defined by 

each of the 43 states and the District of Columbia that now have charter school 

legislation. 

As the charter school movement reached the 25-year mark in 2017, the political 

debate about charters has been in the news with the election of a new U.S. President in 

2016. During his campaign, Donald J. Trump pledged to fund a $20 billion school choice 

program to include expanding charter schools and other school choice initiatives like 

vouchers. He also appointed a pro-school choice advocate as the new Secretary of 

Education, bringing the issue of charters to a new level of public debate.  

A survey conducted by the Associated Press, NORC Center for Public Affairs 

Research in April 2017, found that while almost half of those polled favored expanding 

charter schools, one-third of those polled rated charter schools as excellent or good, but 

six out of 10 were unfamiliar with charter schools (The Associated Press-NORC Center 

for Public Affairs Research, 2017). 

The public may not be fully versed in the details of charter schools, but the data 

supports their popularity. Nationally, enrollment in charter schools has increased six-fold 

over the past 15 years with the most recent school year experiencing 9% growth 

nationally (National Alliance for Public Charter Schools, 2016). For the school year 
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2013-14, private, K-12 school enrollment has declined and the number of traditional 

public schools declined by 1% while the number of charter schools increased, according 

the U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics (NCES, 

(2017). In Florida, during the 2015-16 school year, over 270,000 students were enrolled 

in 652 charter schools in 46 Florida districts, making Florida the third largest provider of 

charter schools in the nation. Charter enrollment almost doubled in Florida since the 

school year 2006-07. In the most recent school year (2015-16), Florida had 13% growth 

in charter school enrollment vs. 9% nationally in charter growth overall (National 

Alliance for Public Charter Schools, 2016). 

Statement of the Problem 

Florida is in the forefront of charter school growth, but there exists a paradox in 

Florida: while charter school enrollment grows and new schools continue to start up, 

Florida also experiences a high rate of charter school closures. This past school year, 

Florida had the highest number of school closures in the United States. It is this paradox 

that presents a challenging research agenda: In the face of steady growth and continuing 

public demand for charters, why does Florida also experience the highest number of 

closures nationally? 

A look at charter school laws across the nation may provide some clues. Florida’s 

charter school law is consistently rated highly by charter school advocacy organizations 

that resist limits on charter school growth or “caps.” Florida did not place a cap on the 

growth of charter schools and it may be that the easy entrance by charter operators into 

the state of Florida, free of limitations on growth and relatively loose requirements for 

charter approval, foretold the consequences. As school districts were designated as the 
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“authorizers” of charter schools they were placed in the unenviable position of being an 

overseer of an innovation that they did not advocate for nor support. In fact, school 

districts have largely resisted the charter school movement because of the public dollars 

that they lose yearly as their students migrate out of the traditional public schools (TPS) 

and into the charter environment (Lake & Gross, 2012). Bottom line: charter schools are 

in competition with TPS and while the early proponents of charters saw it as an 

innovation that would “raise all boats,” there is scarce evidence that this has been one of 

the results (Epple, Romano, & Zimmer, 2015; Zimmer & Buddin, 2008).  

Charter Schools as a Population 

Another feature of Florida’s charter school law is that only nonprofit 

organizations are eligible to operate charter schools. However, the law does not restrict 

these schools from sub-contracting with for-profit operators known as Education 

Management Organizations (EMO), or “contractors.” Nationally, charter schools are 

managed by independents (45%), charter management organizations (21%), and 

education management organizations (19%) (National Alliance for Public Charter 

Schools, 2016). But in Florida this breakout looks very different. EMOs now dominate 

charter schools in Florida, serving 50% of charter school enrollment up from 30% in 

2005-06. Charter schools in Florida are increasingly becoming privatized by for-profit 

operators in spite of the law. So, this trend raised another question in the research puzzle: 

What is the impact of charter organizational structure on the survival and failure of 

charter schools?  

Scope of the Research 

The scope of the research was restricted to the state of Florida. Charter schools  
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began in Florida in the late 1990s after legislation was approved in 1995. Florida now has 

646 charter schools operating, serving 270,000 students in 46 Florida districts (Florida 

Consortium of Public Charter Schools, 2016).  

The time period studied was the school year 2005-06 through 2015-16. Closures 

were tracked for years 2006-07 through 2015-16; thus, only closures after at least one 

year of existence were included. Closures that occurred prior to 2006-07 were not 

included in the study. The study period was limited to this period because, prior to 2005, 

data on the management structure of the schools was not reported nationally nor was the 

data consistently available at the state level. 

Also included in the study were all charter schools operating as of 2005-06 but 

that survived (did not close) during the study period. For research purposes, these schools 

were censored. This means that data on the schools that remain open were included so 

that a comparison with the closed schools was possible.  

To address the research questions noted previously, population ecology and 

resource dependency theories guided the selection of variables for the study. The 

dependent variable in the study was dichotomous: closed or open schools. The 

independent variables were identified, informed by population ecology and resource 

dependency theories. These variables included: age, management structure, size, grades, 

grants, and density. The study hypothesized that these variables are statistically related to 

the survival rates of charter schools. 

Methodological Approach 

The methodology for testing the variables in this study and their relationships to 

closure is a statistical procedure known as Survival Analysis (SA). Used widely in the 
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medical field, SA is a useful statistical technique for testing a dichotomous dependent 

variable with continuous and/or dichotomous independent variables. SA examines the 

relationship of variables over time rather than the more common snapshot in time that 

does not measure how variables change over time. 

Using SA, two statistical procedures were applied. First, Meier-Kaplan curves 

were produced and provided a visual representation of how an independent variable 

relates to the dependent variable (closed or open) over the period of the study. Then a 

Cox regression analysis was used to test the significance of the variables individually and 

when grouped together. All statistical analyses were performed using the software 

package, SPSS.  

Researchers have applied SA techniques to the study of organizational closures 

and this technique was the best approach to test the variables for the research questions 

identified in this study. 

Significance of the Study 

When researching the topic of charter schools, one finds a plethora of research on 

the comparisons of charter schools with their traditional public schools (TPS) in terms of 

student performance. However, research on charters within the population, comparing 

outcomes and structure to each other, is not as prevalent. Studies on school closures are 

especially limited, with a few state studies emerging only in the past three years. 

This study adds to the research on closures by analyzing charter closures in 

Florida, the third largest charter provider nationally, with the highest number of closures 

nationally. The study is the only one known to also address the issue of management 

structure of schools and their relationship to closure, comparing data of independent, 
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CMO, and EMO managed schools in comparison to one another. As the mix of charter 

operators changes over time, it is critical to assess the impact of these management 

structures on the success and failure of charter schools. 

Limitations of the Study 

This study was limited to the state of Florida and may not be applicable to charter 

schools in other states due to variations in state laws governing charter school formation, 

oversight, and closure. The study was also limited to reviewing charter schools that 

started no later than 2005-06, and the study period ended in 2015-16.  

Another limitation is related to data collection. In the course of the study, it was 

discovered that many charter schools did not have ratings by the state based on the state’s 

accountability system, which grades schools based on grades A-D and F. Schools may be 

exempt from school grading for a variety of reasons, including designation as an 

alternative school, size, and grade levels. Because Florida’s grading system is heavily 

based on school tests and many schools are exempt from testing, they do not receive a 

grade. For this study, 24% of charter schools school were ungraded. As a result, data 

analysis was conducted with and without the grading data.  

The study was also limited to six independent variables that were informed by 

population ecology theory and resource dependency theory. The field of education is data 

rich and there are many other variables that might be included in a study like this. 

However, for practical reasons, the study was limited to the six variables that most 

closely reflected the theories cited and that could be collected at the state level. 

Outline of the Study 

Chapter 2 provides with an overview of the charter school movement, its  
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beginnings, and its growth over time. Chapter 3 describes the organizational theories that 

helped to identify appropriate variables: population ecology and resource dependency 

theory. Chapter 4 describes the statistical methodology for the study, and Chapter 5 is a 

summary of the results of the statistical applications. The final chapter (6) is a summary 

of conclusions and recommendations for public policy with future research suggested. 

This chapter introduced the research question, the significance of the study, the 

methodology, limitations, and outline of the study chapters. In the next chapter, more 

background on charter schools is discussed. 
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CHAPTER 2. OVERVIEW OF THE CHARTER SCHOOL MOVEMENT 

Introduction 

Since its beginning in 1992 in Minnesota, the charter school movement has now 

spread to 43 states and the District of Columbia, serving 2.9 million students. While the 

percentage of charter school enrollment is relatively small—5.1% of all public school 

enrollment—the rate of growth has been extraordinary according to NCES (2017). Since 

the school year, 2007-2008, charter schools have experienced 100% growth in enrollment 

(NCES, 2017). With the growth of this movement, tension has emerged between the 

traditional public school stakeholders and charter school entrepreneurs. Have charter 

schools achieved their goals as expressed in the market-based call for choice and 

privatization? In Florida, with 20 years of charter school experience, the results have 

been mixed and there have been negative outcomes: Florida has one of the highest rates 

of charter school closures for voluntary and involuntary reasons. School closures are 

disruptive to children’s education, leaving school districts and the taxpayers responsible 

for the resulting financial and academic losses. 

In this chapter, the following topics are covered to provide background of the 

charter school movement: (1) evolution of the charter school movement, (2) market 

theory applied to charter schools, (3) its legal framework, (4) research about success and 

failure, and (5) the organizational structure of the delivery system. 
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Evolution of the Charter School Movement 

While some scholars cite the beginning of the charter school movement as its 

legal debut in Minnesota in 1991, a market theory of charter schools had been evolving 

politically and philosophically over several decades prior to 1991.  

Since its beginnings, public education has been largely a government monopoly in 

American society (Hassel, 1999; Osborne & Gaebler, 1992). In 1955, economist Milton 

Friedman articulated the case against a monopoly in public education and proposed a 

voucher system, whereby public funds would be allocated to households to apply in the 

marketplace of educational alternatives, including private, religious, and public schools 

(Friedman, 1955). In Friedman’s view, public education could be strengthened by 

applying a free market approach to public education. If public schools must compete with 

their competitors, the system and its competitors would all improve as they compete for a 

share of the market. But Friedman’s ideas had more traction than his proposed solution. 

His specific proposal was to award to families vouchers that could be used at the school 

of their choice, either public or private. The idea of vouchers was “vehemently opposed” 

by the educational community, “portraying vouchers as the embodiment of everything 

that is threatening to public education” (Chubb & Moe, 1990, p. 217). While 

implemented in some states to assist specific groups of students, particularly the disabled, 

voucher systems applied generally to the public schools never found widespread 

adoption. However, Friedman’s political philosophy and the idea of giving the public 

greater choices in public education found appeal on both sides of the political aisle. 

In the 1980s, the Reagan administration appointed a National Commission on 

Excellence in Education. The result was a report, A Nation at Risk, issued in 1983. The 



 11 

report was widely viewed as an indictment of America’s standing in public education 

compared with other industrial countries. The report led to a wave of reforms at the 

national, state, and local levels. But in the view of some scholars, these reforms were 

traditional reforms that focused on changing the current system. In 1990, two scholars, 

Chubb and Moe, articulated the need to reform the very structure of public education: 

The system must be changed to offer more choice to parents and children. A new 

institutional framework for public education was proposed whereby organizations outside 

the current public school system could be “chartered” as a public school and “granted the 

right to accept students and receive public money” (p. 219), but be free of many of the 

bureaucratic restrictions of the public system.  

The Reagan administration (1981-1989) ushered in a new era of privatization in 

the delivery of public services. Chubb and Moe’s (1990) call for a privatization approach 

to public education echoed the decade-long trend by directly challenging the concept of a 

public education system monopoly and introducing more choice to parents and the 

prospect of higher quality education. Another book, published in 1992, would become a 

rallying point for government-based market reform. Osborne and Gaebler’s (1992) book, 

Reinventing Government, proposed the application of entrepreneurial approaches 

modeled in the private sector to the public sector and singled out public education as a 

monopoly that should be challenged with greater competition from the private sector. By 

highlighting Minnesota’s experiment with a new idea of charter schools, Osborne and 

Gaebler lent credence to the feasibility of the charter school idea. Further, reinventing 

government became a mantra of the Clinton administration with the President appointing 

his Vice President Al Gore to lead a reinvention process at the federal level. With the 
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popularity of the Osborne and Gaebler (1992) book and President Clinton’s endorsement 

of its ideas, reinventing public education by offering greater choices including 

privatization options became an idea whose time had arrived. 

Market Theory of Charter Schools 

New laws promoting charter schools were fueled by a desire to create more 

choices for parents and to improve education overall. Some scholars have articulated a 

more detailed market theory of charter schools that helped to frame the creation and 

spread of charter school laws (Buckley & Schneider, 2007; Chubb & Moe, 1990; Crew & 

Anderson, 2003; Finn, Manno, & Vanourek, 2000; Hassel, 1999). In reviewing these 

scholars, the market theory of charter schools includes the following axioms: 

• Charter schools will improve performance and improve the overall 

educational system of traditional public schools. Charter advocates maintain 

that charter schools will have a competitive effect on traditional public 

schools; as charter schools will be drawing upon the existing school-age 

population for enrollment, traditional schools will see charters as competitors 

and will therefore strive to be a more attractive alternative to parents by 

improving their performance (Buckley & Schneider, 2008; Zimmer & Buddin, 

2008). 

• Public school bureaucracies are inefficient in managing schools and the 

remedy is to create schools like small businesses that will demonstrate greater 

efficiency (Crew & Anderson, 2003). Excessive school board regulation is 

perceived as a big part of the problem in public education (Wirt & Kirst, 

2005). Charter schools, freed from the public bureaucracy, will be more 
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innovative, personalize education, and improve student learning, becoming a 

model for others. 

• Education should not be a government monopoly - there should be 

competition and parents should have more choices in public education for 

their children (Hassel, 1999). The theory of action is that, through charter 

schools, autonomy will empower teachers and administrators to use resources 

for boosting student achievement, encourage innovation, and be responsive to 

student needs (Brewer & Ahn, 2005). 

• Those closest to the school (parents, teachers, community leaders) will be best 

able to meet student needs and demand accountability (Hassel, 1999). 

• Based on a free market approach, charters, like businesses, will rise and fall 

based on their performance. Charters that do not perform will close 

voluntarily or involuntarily. “Performance based accountability is the 

cornerstone of charter schools” (Consoletti, 2011, p. 7).  

The axioms described previously formed the market approach to charter schools -  

to advocate for and be reflected in the charter schools laws that evolved. 

Legal Framework 

The nation’s first charter school bill was enacted in Minnesota in 1991 and the 

first charter school opened in 1992. While the law has been tweaked over the years, the 

key provisions are instructive and formed a template for other states that would quickly 

follow to create their own charter school laws.  

The idea behind Minnesota’s revolution in public education was to “grant parents, 

teachers, and others in the community the opportunity to start and run new public schools 
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outside the direct control of local school districts” (Schroeder, 2004, p. 5). The new 

schools would be granted a charter, a type of contract that would specify the goals of the 

school and define parameters of operation. The schools would be open to all, publicly 

funded, and would be judged on the outcomes they achieve. The schools would also be 

afforded more flexibility than traditional public schools and not be subject to many of the 

same bureaucratic restraints. The significance of this idea would be recognized by the 

Kennedy School of Government, which awarded Minnesota its prestigious “Innovation in 

American Government” award in 2000. But, more importantly, the idea diffused to other 

states in rapid fashion. By the year 2000, 36 states and the District of Columbia had 

enacted state charter laws (Consoletti, 2011). In sum, a school choice movement had 

emerged based on a philosophy of charter schooling; a movement that would directly 

compete with traditional public schools and give choice to parents outside the current 

government monopoly. 

Charter School Laws across the Nation 

While there is widespread diffusion of charter school laws among 44 states and 

Washington, D.C., there is also wide disparity within these laws. A national advocacy 

organization, The Center for Education Reform (CER), ranks state laws annually based 

on several criteria that they identify as charter school friendly. According to the Center, 

the ideal charter school law does not restrict the number of schools and does not limit the 

number of students that can attend; allows multiple authorizers; exempts charters from 

most school district’s laws and regulations; and awards funding equal to what public 

districts receive to educate children (Consoletti, 2013). Only 13 states received an “A” or 

“B” rating from the Center, indicating that a majority of the states have laws that are too 
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restrictive or do not offer equitable funding to charters according to the CER’s rating 

system. So, while the charter school concept was being widely adopted, the specifics 

within state legislation varied in philosophy and in the details of implementation. 

Florida State Law 

The National Alliance for Public Charter Schools (NAPCS) ranks Florida as the 

8th best state law for charter schools; in other words, the state law is viewed as strong and 

generally supportive of the charter school movement (NAPCS, 2015). The state scored 

low in allowing authorizers because Florida only permits school districts to be authorizers 

of charters (with one exception) and “the funding of charter schools in Florida has 

become increasingly inequitable” (Zgainer & Kerwin, 2015, p. 24). 

Florida’s law was first enacted in 1996 and has undergone several changes over 

the years. Key provisions of the original 1996 law and subsequent changes include: 

• Authorization: Charter schools are considered to be public schools, may be 

converted from existing public schools, and may operate as a virtual school. 

• Purpose: Charters must improve student achievement, must be held 

accountable for outcomes, and provide parents with evidence of student 

achievement. Charters must increase learning opportunities for low-achieving 

students, encourage innovative learning, and measure learning outcomes. 

Charters may create innovative measurement tools providing competition in 

the public school district, expand the capacity of the public school system, and 

mitigate the impact pressure from new residential dwelling units to expand 

educational options. 
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• Proposal: Charter school proposals can be made by any legal entity within 

state law or by individuals, teachers, or parents. Excluded from the charter 

market are private, parochial, or home education programs. Legally operating 

charters must have nonprofit status or be operated by a public municipality 

and/or school district. 

• Sponsor: District school boards are the sponsors of charter schools. State 

universities may grant a charter if established as a “developmental research 

school.” Procedurally, charter applications must be approved by a majority 

vote of the school board; however, applicants do have an appeal process with 

the state Board of Education. Sponsors are responsible for monitoring the 

finances of the charters. Charters may be approved by their sponsors even if 

the applicant has not identified personnel or space for the school. 

• Number of schools: While Florida has no cap on the number of charter 

schools, it does restrict the number of public schools that can convert to 

charter schools. Twenty-two states have caps on the number of charter 

schools.  

• Eligible students: Charter schools must be open to all students; if enrollment 

exceeds capacity, all applicants must be selected through a random selection 

process like a lottery. 

• Accountability: Charter schools must participate in the state’s accountability 

program, which annually grades schools based on their performance. Districts 

must use academic achievement as the most important factor when 

determining renewals and/or terminations.  
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• Legal entity: Charter schools must organize as a nonprofit and can be a private 

or public employer. Charters may participate in the state’s retirement system if 

they choose to have status as a public employer. 

• Governance: Each charter school must have a board of directors and include at 

least one representative that resides in the community served to be a liaison 

with parents. The board is required to hold at least two public meetings 

annually. The board must adopt policies of ethical conduct and board 

members are required to attend state-sanctioned training sessions. 

• Funding: Charter schools are eligible to receive per student enrolled funding 

reimbursement as per school districts; however sponsors (typically school 

districts) are permitted to withhold up to 5% for administrative oversight of 

charters within their jurisdiction. Capital funding is also made available to 

charters that have been in operation for at least three years (changed to two 

years in 2016) and meet certain standards of performance.  

Other features of Florida’s law stipulate that charters must be non-sectarian; may 

not charge tuition or fees; must meet state and local health, safety, and civil rights 

requirements; and are subject to an annual financial audit. Further, the act details criteria 

for approval of charters and a renewal process. Charter schools operating for a minimum 

of three years and demonstrating exemplary academic programming and fiscal 

management are eligible for a 15-year charter renewal.  

Charters must submit an annual progress report to their sponsor and the state 

Board of Education. Charter schools are exempt from all statues of the Florida School 

Code except those pertaining to civil rights and student health safety and welfare and are 
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not exempt from public sunshine laws. Bargaining units are optional. Teachers must be 

certified. Facilities must adhere to the State Uniform Building Code for Public 

Educational Facilities Construction, minimum state building codes, and fire protection 

codes. Charters can be approved before the applicant has secured a facility/location, 

personnel, or equipment; they cannot levy taxes or issue bonds (Fla. Public Education: 

General Provisions, ch. 228, Fla. Stat. tit. XVI, 1996). 

A few observations about Florida’s law regarding funding, organization types 

permitted, and accountability will contribute to our understanding of charter schools in 

Florida. One of the sticking points in the charter school movement is the issue of 

financial equity for charter schools and the lack of funding for facility costs. In most 

states, charters are “on their own” when it comes to paying for facilities while public 

school districts can issue bonds or other taxes to support capital development. Florida 

recognized early on that charters would need assistance with facility funding and began 

making funds available to charters with at least three years of experience (later amended 

to two years). As will be described later, charter schools are most vulnerable in their early 

years and this lack of funding in the early years may have exacerbated some schools’ 

financial vulnerability. Florida appropriated $50 million in capital outlay funds (FY 

2015) to eligible charter schools. Funds can be used for facilities, including rental costs or 

the purchase and maintenance of new sites. In addition, school boards can levy up to 1.5 

mills for facility construction, renovation, or repairs of district schools, including charter 

schools. While this provision was optional, the new legislation recently approved in June, 

2017 requires school districts to share these funds with charters. 
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Another observation is Florida’s prescription for organizational type in the 

operation of charter schools. Technically, Florida only permits nonprofits to operate as 

public schools, but for-profit organizations are not prohibited from contracting with 

nonprofits to actually operate a charter school and/or provide overhead and technical 

assistance to charters. As a result, a system of “hybrid” nonprofits has evolved that are 

nonprofit only in the most technical, legal sense. One result is that for-profits have 

exploited this “loophole” and have gained a presence in a market that was envisioned to 

be dominated by nonprofit operators (Hill & Lake, 2008). 

Regarding accountability, the sponsor is required to make academic achievement 

a key consideration when determining whether to renew or terminate the charter. Other 

grounds that may be considered in the renewal or termination of charters include: failure 

to meet fiscal management standards and practices, failure to participate in the state’s 

accountability system, and violation of the law or reasons “good cause.” In 2012, the 

state legislature tightened the accountability requirement by specifying that charters who 

receive a grade of “F” from the state for two consecutive years may be terminated. 

Assessing Charter School Success and Failure 

Once charter schools became legalized, were underway, and had a few years of 

operations, researchers began to look at charter school achievement and other outcomes 

of charter schools. With Minnesota celebrating the 25-year mark of its charter school law 

in 2012, the charter school industry has evolved and changed over the years; but one 

thing is clear – the growth of charters and attendance at charter schools indicates that the 

public has accepted this innovation and that there is a market demand for choice in public 

education. However, at the same time, charters have failed and closed their doors. Some 
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scholars predict that while charter laws may be tweaked, charter schools are here to stay 

(Wohlstetter, Smith, & Farrell, 2013); therefore, it is imperative that the success and 

failures of the industry be assessed to insure that charter schools live up to the promises 

of the market theories applied to charter schools. 

How are scholars and researchers evaluating charter school implementation and 

outcomes? Based on a review of the literature on charter schools, seven streams of 

research on the performance of charters were identified: 

1. Student Achievement: Are charter schools achieving greater academic 

outcomes than their counterpart traditional public schools? 

2. Innovation: Are charter schools developing innovations in education and are 

they being replicated by traditional public schools? 

3. Competition: Is competition from charter schools impacting the achievement 

of traditional public schools? 

4. Efficiency: Are charter schools more efficient than traditional public schools? 

5. Governance: What are some of the governance issues that have emerged 

among the charter school management structures? 

6. Closures: What are the key variables that result in charter school failures? 

7. Organization structure: Does the organizational structure of charter schools 

make a difference? 

Student Achievement 

“Among the various aspects of the charter debate, none is more contentious than 

whether charter schools are having a positive effect on student achievement” (Epple, 

Romano, & Zimmer, 2015, p. 19). The promise of charter schools is that, freed from the 
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public bureaucracies of public school districts and their cumbersome rules and 

regulations, charter schools will have the flexibility to be more innovative, leading to 

greater academic performance. With the enactment of the federal No Child Left Behind 

(NCLB, 2002) legislation in 2001, accountability became the mantra of education reform. 

Requiring states to institute student testing and public reporting of school results led to 

state initiatives to increase accountability. As a result, all states now report student test 

scores in math and English and the results are widely available through state and national 

sources. 

With the availability of hard data on performance, scholars set out to examine the 

test scores of charter schools in relation to traditional public schools (TPS). Evaluating 

performance is more complicated, however, because the methodologies differ. There are 

multiple ways to examine student achievement: comparing charter school students with 

those who were not selected by lottery, trends in scores in charters vs. non-charters, or 

using individual student rates of learning (Brewer & Ahn, 2005). Studies of performance 

can also be national, statewide, within districts, and/or of specific schools. 

A review of the literature on charter school performance to date demonstrates 

mixed results depending on the methodology applied and the scope of the study. A meta-

analysis of charter school studies by Epple et al. (2015) offered a comprehensive 

overview of charter school studies nationally and locally. The authors cited over 30 

studies on the effects of student achievement among charters and concluded that, on the 

whole, “…the evidence suggests that, accounting for differences in population served, 

charter schools are not, on average, producing student achievement gains any better than 

traditional public schools” (Epple et al., 2015, pp. 56-57). A study by the Center for 
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Public Education (2015, October), echoed the Epple et al. (2015) conclusions. In their 

study of student achievement among charter schools nationally, the Center concluded that 

“we find school choices work for some students sometimes, are worse for some students 

sometimes and are usually no better or worse than traditional public schools” (Center for 

Public Education, 2015, p. 2) 

  In Florida, there have been studies focused on performance of charters statewide 

(Crew & Anderson, 2003; CREDO, 2009; Sass, 2006; Singleton, 2016; Zimmer, Gill, 

Booker, Lavertu, Sass, & Witte, 2009). In the CREDO (2009) study published by 

Stanford University Center for Research on Education Outcomes, eight years of charter 

student performance were compared to “virtual students” or students based on 

comparison traditional schools that are in competitive charter schools, “known as the 

charter school’s feeder pool” (CREDO, 2009, p. 2). The results were mixed: charter 

school students performed better in reading and math where they were enrolled for at 

least three years in a charter; at the same time, students performed significantly worse 

notably among all students in math and reading, students enrolled two or less years, and 

African Americans in math and reading. The study concluded, “For students in 

Florida…..charter schools do worse than traditional public schools in most respects. The 

effect of charter school attendance on growth results in both reading and math is mostly 

negative across the deciles” (CREDO, 2009, p. 11). The Sass (2006) study, which 

assessed student performance longitudinally, found that while student achievement is 

lower in young charter schools, that after the fifth year in a charter, charter students reach 

par with traditional public schools in math and higher reading scores than traditional 

public schools. While Sass (2006) also found that charter schools managed by for-profit 
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hybrids performed on par with charters run by nonprofits, Singleton’s (2016) study 

concluded that for-profit charters demonstrate “a significant efficiency advantage- they 

spend less than their counterparts without compromising student education” (p. 24). 

These studies are indicative of the variety of the methods and scope of the types of 

studies that are assessing student achievement among charter schools. Depending on the 

methodology and scope of the study, one can find positive and negative results.  

Innovation 

The market theory of charter schools predicted that charters would become 

incubators of innovation. A premise of this axiom is that, freed from many of the 

restrictions and regulations of public school districts, schools and their teachers will have 

more autonomy to be innovative and creative. Charter school theory argues that by 

introducing competition to the public schools, charter schools will have to offer 

innovations to compete effectively by offering unique curricula and organization 

structures that can better address student needs (Basinger & Grabner-Hagan, 2014). 

Critics of the traditional public schools cite the absence of flexibility and a one-size-fits-

all mentality-- a “factory model” (Gerstner, Sererud, Doyle, & Johnston, 1994, p. 231). 

By freeing schools from the traditional model, charter schools will have the flexibility to 

be more innovative and develop models for others to emulate. 

Similar to studies of educational outcomes among charter schools, the impact of 

charters on innovation in education are also mixed. A study of charter schools in 

Pennsylvania concluded that “On the whole, charter schools do not fulfill their promise of 

innovation” (Preston, Goldring, Berends, & Cannata, 2012, p. 318). The authors did find 

that parent involvement is the only characteristic of charter schools that significantly 
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predicts levels of organizational innovativeness. A Florida study found that claims that 

charter schools would be more innovative could not be verified and concluded that 

“charter schools are not the change agents that advocates have claimed” (Crew & 

Anderson, 2013, p. 207). 

Using data from the National Center for Education Statistic’s Schools and 

Staffing Survey, the National Charter School Research Project (2007) measured 

innovation among charter and traditional public schools. They noted that charter schools 

are more likely to use innovative approaches like enrichment programs, team teaching, 

block scheduling, and Montessori programs. While this study measured innovation in 

charter schools against a clear comparison group, they measured innovation in the 

aggregate, with no allowance for innovation in a local context.  

Results from studies of innovation among charter schools are not conclusive 

although some examples of local innovations have been identified. However, the vision 

of charters that would incubate innovative ideas that would then be adopted by public 

schools has not been realized. 

Competitive Impact on Traditional Public Schools 

The market theory of charter schools argues that charters will create competition 

for school-age children among TPS. Applying the logic of market theory, more 

competition leads organizations to create the best product to compete in the market. 

Applied to education, public schools, facing competition for their product, will improve 

their performance in the competitive struggle with the new charters that emerge. “Choice 

can produce pressure for all schools in a school system to deliver a better service more 

efficiently” (Schneider, Teske, & Marshall, 2000, p. 10).  
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Ni and Arsen (2010) outlined how a charter school can create a change in 

behavior at the public school district level and what that change might entail. First, 

charter schools must exert enough competitive pressure so that public school district 

administrators notice a change in enrollment. Some point to a 6% student attrition to the 

charter schools as the threshold for igniting a district response (Hoxby, 2003). Next, the 

administrator must understand and interpret the competitive pressures. Finally, the 

administrator must decide that the increased competitive pressure warrants a response. 

The responses may include passively responding by cooperating with the school; 

competing with the charter using strategies that improve academic quality and/or 

differentiate services; employing aggressive marketing strategies; or creating barriers to 

charter school expansion through political actions or by restricting access to extra 

resources form the district, such as extracurricular activities. 

Early research by Rofes (1999) studied how public school districts in eight states 

were responding to charters. The study concluded that most school districts were ignoring 

charter schools and they were having little impact on how public education was being 

delivered. However it should be noted that this study took place in the early years of 

charter schools and there is now some evidence that school districts and charter schools 

are becoming more collaborative.  

A study of California’s charter schools found that charters were not having the 

expected competitive effects that had been predicted among traditional public schools 

(Zimmer & Buddin, 2008). Sass’s (2006) study of Florida charter schools found some 

evidence that competition has a modest net positive effect on achievement levels among 

Florida’s traditional public schools.  
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Other studies found small, positive results for charter school competition (Bohte, 

2004; Booker, Chaplin, & Isenberg, 2008; Sass, 2006); found no effects (Bettinger, 2005; 

Bifulco & Ladd, 2006); or found mixed results (Linick & Lubienski, 2013). 

The results from studies on the competitive effect of charter school on the 

traditional public school systems are mixed and inconclusive. 

Efficiency 

Most scholars agree that charter schools are at a disadvantage financially in 

competing with traditional public schools and that there is a funding disparity (Singleton, 

2016; Speakman, 2008). Nationwide, charters are funded at only 68% of their 

conventional school counterparts, according to the Center for Education Reform 

(Conseletti, 2011). A report of national funding for charters, Inequity’s Next Frontier, 

published in 2005 by the Thomas B. Fordham Institute (Speakman, Finn, & Hassel, 

2005), concluded that, compared to traditional public schools, charter schools are 

significantly underfunded. “The real issue for charter and traditional public schools is 

parity and productivity, because one without the other puts learning at risk” (Speakman, 

2008, p. 86). 

While charters typically receive the same per student funding based on 

enrollment, in most states, they do not receive funds for facilities and/or transportation 

costs. Further, charter school laws permit their authorizers/sponsors to take a fee from 

charter allocations for oversight and management costs of overseeing charter school 

authorizations; i.e., reviewing applications, monitoring performance, and linking charters 

to public resources that must be shared (like Federal Title I funding). In Florida, a report 

by the Florida Tax Watch (2012) found that Florida’s charter schools receive, on average, 



 27 

68-71% of what their counterparts in traditional public schools receive per child 

enrollment. Thus, while these disparities exist, charters are expected to do more with less. 

A few studies of efficiency are showing that charter schools are more efficient 

than traditional public schools. In California, Zimmer and Budin (2008) found that while 

charter school use fewer resources, they are achieving comparable test scores. In Florida, 

Sass (2006) concluded that performance by charter schools managed by for-profits did 

not differ, on average, compared with charters run by nonprofits; however, Singleton 

(2016) found efficiencies in Florida charter schools, especially those managed by for-

profit networks. 

While the evidence of greater efficiency among charters is not conclusive, there 

are several reasons that might explain some efficiencies among charters. Because they are 

free of many of the restrictions and regulations imposed on traditional public schools, 

charters may have lower costs. For example, in Florida, charter schools do not have to 

permit unions in their workplace nor participate in the state retirement system, which can 

result in lower salary and benefit costs. Also, as noted by Singleton’s (2016) study, 

networks of charters may create efficiencies by pooling resources. 

The issue of efficiency is one that must be examined locally because, based on 

state law, funding mechanisms for charter schools differ not only at the state level but 

also at the sponsor, or district, level. A sticking point for charter school advocates is the 

fact that most states do not offer capital funding for charters and thus they must incur 

facility costs, which exacerbates the disparity with public school systems that have the 

power to issue school bonds and/or special taxes in support of capital development. 
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Governance 

In all but a handful of states, charters must operate as a nonprofit (Hill & Lake, 

2008). Most state laws require that a nonprofit organization must have an unpaid board of 

directors. Only eight states, however, require that charter boards receive training 

(Basinger & Grabner-Hagan, 2014). In many states, for-profits exploit a loophole by 

becoming hired by nonprofits. So, the resulting mix of school operators is nonprofit, for-

profit, and hybrids. Some scholars have categorized charter schools in two categories: 

mission-based or market-based and further, there are differences in the operational 

behaviors of mission-based vs. market-oriented charters (Feiock, 2015; Henig, Holyoke, 

Brown, & Lacireno-Paquet, 2005). 

Governance studies have looked at charter boards and have also examined the role 

of the school principal in leading charter schools (Crew & Anderson, 2003) and the role 

of charter authorizers (Buckley, 1999). A study issued by the Thomas Fordham Institute 

in 2013 cited the shortcoming of some charter laws in the area of governance. Many state 

laws have failed to require that charters have robust conflict of interest policies and, as a 

result, some scandals have emerged that have affected the image of charters and have put 

public dollars at risk (Emerson, 2013). The Fordham study also highlighted the changes 

that have occurred over the past two decades: today’s charter school landscape in 

becoming dominated by networks - education management organizations (EMO) and 

charter management organizations (CMO) - that operate multiple schools and yet may be 

required by state law to have boards for every school.  

One scholar concluded that there is no common model for charter school 

governance and little consistency in training methods, and has argued for greater policy 
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clarity and enhancing methods for sharing knowledge on the topic of governance 

(Bulkley, 1999). 

Charter School Closures 

As the charter school movement has grown and evolved, one of the negative 

outcomes has been the rate of charter school closures. While some argue that the charter 

school failure rate is alarming and costly to the public, others see closure as a positive 

sign that the system is working—schools that do not succeed, fail and are closed for 

voluntary or involuntary reasons (Lacireno-Paquet & Holyoke, 2007). As one report 

stated with regard to closure data, “Far from condemnation, these data suggest a 

movement that has been amenable to course correction and closure since its inception” 

(Conseletti, 2011, p. 8). 

While some see closures as a sign that the system is working, others see cause for 

alarm. The Center for Education Reform (Consoletti, 2011) stated that charter schools 

nationally have a 15% closure rate, but the rate obscures the number of charters that have 

closed voluntarily or consolidated with other schools. If the 500 school closures that were 

excluded were added in the CER report, the closure rate would be closer to 23%.The 

report also excluded schools that were approved but never opened; for example, a charter 

may have to surrender its charter if a suitable facility is not found or principal cannot be 

found in time for school opening (Conseletti, 2011). 

The three states with the highest closure rate are California, Florida, and Arizona. 

Closures are concentrated in the first five years of a charter school’s existence. Florida’s 

rate of first year charter school closures was 10% in 2013-2014, three times the national 

average (National Association of Charter School Authorizers, n.d.). Florida was noted for 
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having the highest number of closures nationally in 2014-2015, with 35 schools closed 

(National Association of Charter School Authorizers, n.d.).  

Reasons for charter school closures have been studied nationally and at the state 

level. A study by the National Center for Education Reform lists the five primary reasons 

for school closures: financial (47%), mismanagement (24%), academic performance 

(20%), facilities (4.6%), and district obstacles (6 %) (Conseletti, 2011). 

Other closure studies have focused on individual states. In a study of New Jersey 

closures, the authors found that closure was significantly related to test scores 

(achievement) (Schwenkenbery & Vanderhoff, 2015), and a study of school closures in 

Texas found that the variables of years of operations, number of enrolled students, and 

administrative support contributed to a school’s success or failure (Marchand, 2015). In 

North Carolina, the authors found that market, bureaucratic, and accountability processes 

influence school closure (Paino, Renzulli, Boylan, & Bradley, 2015). In Florida, no 

comprehensive study of school closures has been published; however the Naples Daily 

News completed a nine-month examination of 119 charter closures in Florida since 2008 

and using source documents from the sponsors (school districts) cited the following as 

the top three major reasons for closure: Financial issues, academic performance, and 

financial mismanagement (Carpenter, 2014). A weakness of the Naples Daily News study 

was that the study was not a statistical analysis and the reasons for closures were 

accepted on face value based on what the closed school stated or was reported by 

districts, according to J. Carpenter (personal communication, August 23, 2016). This can 

be misleading; for example, a school may indicate that it is closing for financial reasons 
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but the cause of the financial shortfall may be due to a drop in enrollment, which, in turn, 

may be related to poor academic outcomes.  

These state studies did not all apply the same variables in their analyses, so there 

is an opportunity for researchers to agree upon criteria for evaluating closures. However, 

there is some evidence from the states that student achievement, longevity of school, and 

school finances are related to charter school failures. One of the variables that has not 

been applied in the research of charter school closures is the status of closed charter 

schools with regard to organizational structure. Another research question that has not 

been addressed is the cost to the public from lost public monies resulting from charter 

school closures. 

Organization Structure 

Henig et al. (2005) posited a typology of charter schools using two categories: 

mission-based or market-based organizations. Essentially, charters that are technically 

nonprofits fall in the mission-based category and those that are operated by for-profits are 

market-based. But more recently, scholars have tweaked this typology to reflect the 

complexity of the charter school marketplace. Today, most researchers and national think 

tanks have arrived at a consensus and are using three categories of organizational 

structures that are reflected in the charter school marketplace: independent or “stand 

alone” charters, nonprofit charter management organizations (CMOs), and for-profit 

education management organizations (EMOs) (Farrell, Wohlstetter, & Smith, 2012).  

The typology is not perfect as it does not reflect some of the nuances of the 

organization structures; for example, an independent nonprofit may contract with a for-

profit EMO for some services making it more of a “hybrid” organization. This is the case 
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in Florida where only nonprofits are permitted to operate charter schools. However, the 

typology is one that is currently being used widely and offers the opportunity to carry out 

research based on organization structure. For example, the National Association of 

Charter School Authorizers (NACSA), in collaboration with the National Association for 

Public Charter Schools (NAPCS), has initiated a database that tracks charters by their 

status as independent or managed by a CMO or EMO, although the data are only 

available from the school year 2005 on (APSCS, n.d.a).  NAPCS (n.d.a) lists the 

following definitions of the categories CMO and EMO: “Charter Management 

Organization (CMO): A CMO is a nonprofit charter management organization that 

manages two or more schools. Educational Management Organization: An EMO is a for-

profit charter management organization that manages two or more schools.”  

Scholars and think tanks have noted a changing trend in the development of 

charter schools. In the early years of charter start-up, charters tended to reflect individual 

or groups of individuals as independent operators. But over the years, CMOs and EMOs 

have grown rapidly and now dominate some state charter markets (Farrell et al., 2012). 

The growth of CMOs has especially been driven by the involvement of large, 

philanthropic funders like the Gates Foundation and the Walton Foundation, which have 

supported CMOs throughout the country. This philanthropic support has been estimated 

at over $0.5 billion dollars by 2009 (Wohlstetter et al., 2013). Some studies are showing 

the CMOs are achieving better performance relative to stand alones and that network 

organizations, both private and nonprofit networks, may be better positioned to address 

the resource scarcity and to better compete with the independents by realizing economies 

of scale (Wohlstetter et al., 2013). While the growth of networks may be dramatic, 
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independent charters still dominate nationally. The NAPCS noted that nationally, 

independents manage 59% of all charters, while CMOs represent 28% and EMOs 

represent 16% (NAPCS, n.d.c). 

Very few studies have examined the impact of organization structure on charter 

school performance and failure. One area that is getting scholarly attention is the role of 

finances in charter schools and how CMOs and EMOs are demonstrating some 

efficiencies without sacrificing student achievement (Singleton, 2016; Wohlstetter et al., 

2013). However, to address the issues of charter closures, more research is needed. 

The outcomes of the charter school movement based on the market theory of 

charter schools have fallen short of their promises. Study results on the impact of charter 

schools on student achievement - the most studied area of charter school performance - 

have yielded mixed and inconclusive results. The same can be said for studies of the 

amount and influence of charter school innovation and their impact on traditional public 

schools from a competitive perspective. Fewer studies have examined governance, 

efficiency, closures, and the organizational structure of charter schools. As the charter 

school movement continues to grow and we witness the growing role of CMOs and 

EMOs in service delivery of charter schools, there is a rich opportunity to study the 

progress and failure of charter schools. There is some evidence that policymakers are 

addressing some of the “growing pains” of charter schools. In Florida, legislators 

tightened up some of the accountability measures for charter performance but have yet to 

address the high closure rate by instituting proposals that would provide for greater 

scrutiny of those who propose new charter schools. 
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Summary 

In this chapter, the history and market theory of charter schools were examined. 

Charter schools evolved from a confluence of political ideology advocating for greater 

choice and privatization in government generally, and specifically in public education. 

An early idea was to create vouchers for public education, but the idea faced political and 

practical challenges. The concept of charter schools was advanced as a vehicle for 

offering greater choice through the creation of schools managed outside the existing 

bureaucracies of the public school system. This concept proved politically viable with bi-

partisan support. Charter schools are privately managed but publicly funded, open to all 

students tuition-free, yet free of the rules and regulations of school district management. 

In essence, they compete with the existing public schools for market share, giving 

traditional public schools an incentive to improve their performance in the face of 

competition.  

Minnesota pioneered the nation’s first charter school legislation in 1991. Charter 

school laws have now spread to 43 states and the District of Columbia. While all charter 

schools laws incorporate many of the major tenants of the market premises of charter 

schools, they differ across the states in key areas. Some states include caps on charter 

school growth; others have none. Some allow for-profits to operate charters; others 

specify that only nonprofit organizations can operate a charter. Some have equitable 

funding for charters; most do not.  

With the rapid growth of charters, scholars have turned their attention to assessing 

the outcomes of this new movement. Seven streams of research were identified, with 

studies on student outcomes comprising the majority of the charter school research. The 
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research results are mixed and inconclusive. While there are some pockets of positive 

performance, especially in individual schools, the research does not show, generally, that 

charter schools are outperforming their public counterparts. The same can be said for the 

impact of charters as centers of innovation and the impact of charters on the overall 

performance of traditional public schools. Other more limited research streams have 

focused on charter efficiency, governance, closures, and organization structure, and these 

streams offer opportunities for future research. 

One certainty is that charter schools are now an integral part of the education 

landscape and most observers feel that they are here to stay. Public opinion polls show 

that charters are viewed positively and have been accepted by the public as part of the 

education mainstream. Advocates point to the rapid growth of charters and rising 

enrollment as indicators of success. However, a less examined outcome of charter school 

growth has been the rate of charter school closures and the impact on students, families, 

and school districts. The true cost to the taxpayer resulting from charter school closures is 

largely undocumented. While advocates argue that closures are an indication that the 

system is working because poor performers are weeded out of the system, a less costly 

approach would be to strengthen the chartering process so that only the best operators 

with the potential to succeed are awarded contracts. The next chapter develops the 

theoretical background for examining organizational failure and a basis for suggesting the 

variables that may predict survival in the charter school population.
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CHAPTER 3. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

Introduction 

In Chapter 2, market theory as applied to charter schools was reviewed to provide 

an overview of the charter school movement. These concepts offered axioms of how 

charter schools might succeed. However, to assess organizational failure in general and 

failure specifically in the population of charter schools requires a theoretical framework 

that offers a perspective on organizational failure. The theories that governed the 

discussion of organizational failure are population ecology, resource dependency theory 

and, to a lesser extent, institutionalism. First, these theories are described, then a literature 

review demonstrates how the theories have been applied to organizations in general, and 

then specifically applied in the nonprofit sector and the charter school population. The 

theories provided a rationale for the selection of variables that may predict charter school 

closures. 

Several theoretical approaches have been used to explain organizational success 

and failure. These include population ecology theory, resource dependence theory, and 

institutional theory. Population ecology theory looks at organizations as organisms that 

adapt to their environment and respond to threats or opportunities (Hannan & Freeman 

1977; Helmig, Ingerfurth, & Pinz, 2014). In this theory, most researchers equate 

organizational death with dissolution (Hager, Glaskiewicz, Bielfeld, & Pinz, 1996), while 

other authors differentiate between dissolution and merger (Freeman, Carroll, & Hannan, 

1983; Meyer & Zucker, 1989). Resource dependence theory posits that organizations are 
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dependent on outside resources in the environment and must develop networks of 

relationships in the pursuit of these resources (Nadler & Tushman, 1980; Pfeffer & 

Salancik, 1978/2003). Institutionalism argues that organizations are more likely to 

survive if they achieve legitimacy. This elevates the organization’s status, legitimizes it, 

and helps to acquire resources to provide services (Baum & Oliver, 1991). Organizations 

are viewed as vulnerable to normative control by external actors; however, those that are 

externally legitimized are more likely to survive (Hager et al., 1996). Some scholars hold 

that institutionalism and population ecology have converged (Morgan, 2006; Pfeffer & 

Salancik, 1978/2003; Singh & Lumsden, 1990). For the purposes of this study, the 

concept of legitimacy from institutionalism is incorporated into the discussion of 

population ecology. 

This chapter summarizes a literature review of the key concepts and scholars 

identified with the theories of population ecology and resource dependency theory. After 

reviewing the theories and their application to studies of organizational demise in the 

private, nonprofit, and charter school population, key variables are identified for the 

purposes of the charter school closure analysis. 

Population Ecology Theory 

Population ecology emerged as a reaction to prevailing organizational theory in 

the mid-twentieth century. The prevailing theory through the mid-1970s was contingency 

theory, elucidated by scholars like Burns and Stalker (1961) and Lawrence and Lorsch 

(1967). Contingency theory is focused on the environment of organizations. For 

organizations to survive, they must adapt to the environment (Morgan, 2006). Population 

ecology shares the primacy of the environment in organizational survival but parts with 
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contingency theory in terms of emphasis. To the population ecologist, organizations are 

constrained in their ability to respond to environmental changes. Rather, the environment 

selects organizations in a Darwinian fashion: “Organizations, like organisms in nature, 

depend for survival on their ability to acquire an adequate supply of the resources 

necessary to sustain existence…only the fittest survive” (Morgan, 2006, p. 59). In their 

seminal work, Population Ecology of the Organizations, Hannan and Freeman (1977) 

articulated a theory of population ecology as “an alternative to the dominant adaptation 

perspective” (p. 929). 

 Key focus areas of population ecology include: 

 Population. Populations, according to Hannan and Freeman (1989), have a 

unitary character and a common dependence on the environment. With the focus of their 

theory on vital rates (entries and exits), the authors saw the appropriate unit of analysis as 

populations of organizations. Within a population, “all members share to some extent in 

the consequences of organization success or failure” (Hannan & Freeman, 1977, p. 934). 

Examples of populations that have been studied through a lens of population ecology 

include the semi-conductor business (Freeman, 1990), telephone companies (Barnett & 

Amburgy, 1999), labor unions (Hannan & Freeman, 1977, 1988) and newspapers 

(Hannan & Freeman, 1989). Charter schools meet the definition of a population as 

articulated by the population ecologists. 

 Density Dependence. Several studies in population ecology have studied the role 

that population density (number of organizations) plays in the rates of start-ups and 

failures (Carroll & Hannan, 1990). Density can have a negative and positive impact on 

organization survival rates. When density is low, new organizations can help gain 
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legitimacy for the population. However, as density grows, the effect can be negative, 

resulting from increased competition. As the number of competitors grows, the smaller 

the potential gains from starting an organization because fewer resources are available. 

As the competition increases, the rate of new organizations will drop and mortality rates 

will increase (Hannan & Freeman, 1988). When more than one form exists in a 

population, competition between populations results. For example, in his study of the 

semiconductor business, Freeman (1990) found that networks of organizations were 

impervious to competitive effects while independents were less protected. 

 Age Dependence. Drawing on the work of Stinchcombe (1965), who posited a 

liability of newness in organizations, population ecology views age as a liability: new 

organizations struggle for internal and external reasons. Internally, there is a high 

learning curve, development of new roles, and accessing resources (human and material) 

to start-up operations. Externally, organizations need to build relationships with suppliers 

and customers and to build webs of exchange (Singh & Lumsden, 1990). Hannan and 

Freeman (1989) argued that age is a powerful indicator of organizational demise; new 

organizations fail at a higher rate than older ones. They are vulnerable because they have 

not developed trust and they have to develop new roles and routines. New organizations 

need time to develop reliability and accountability.  

 Size Dependence. Size of organization is another indicator that population 

ecologists have posited will impact mortality rates among populations. In their study of 

the American telephone industry, Barnett and Amburgey (1999) found that large 

organizations are stronger competitors because they can exploit a larger number of 

resources, including transactions with suppliers and labor. As organizations grow, they 
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deplete more of the available resources, leaving smaller organizations vulnerable. Larger 

organizations also exhibit the ability to weather tough times more so than smaller 

organizations. Other scholars have echoed the liability of smallness: Hannan and 

Freeman (1977) predicted that larger organizations will have lower mortality rates. “With 

few exceptions, there seems to be strong empirical support for the liability of smallness” 

(Singh & Lumsden, 1990, p. 176). 

 Founding Conditions. The potential for survival is also related to conditions at the 

time of organization founding. Carroll and Hannan (1990) have suggested that density at 

the time of founding may increase the mortality rate. High density leads to intense 

competition and a liability of a scarcity of resources. The evidence suggests that 

differences in founding conditions are related to mortality rates (Singh & Lumsden, 

1990).  

 Resource Partitioning. Carroll (1984) proposed a model for the role of niche in 

markets characterized by strong economies of scale: Should an organization be a 

specialist or a generalist, given high market density? “Resource partitioning predicts that 

when concentration in the generalist mass market is high, the mortality rate of generalists 

increases and the mortality rate of specialists decreases” (Singh & Lumsden, 1990, p. 

169). 

 Legitimacy. Hannan (1986) and Hannan and Freeman (1988) incorporated ideas 

from institutionalism within population ecology. Specifically, applying the concept of 

legitimacy with their theories about density, the scholars have theorized that in the early 

life of a new population of organizations, growth in the population legitimizes the new 

form and mortality will be low. But as density continues to grow, competitive effects 
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overcome the population and mortality rates will increase. The authors tested the theory 

in studies of two populations: national labor unions and the semi-conductor business, and 

found support for the theory in these populations. 

While sharing a focus on the importance of the environment to organizations from 

contingency theory, the population ecologists emphasize selection over adaptation. 

Organizations, they argue, are ill equipped to address changes in the environment. Rather, 

the environment selects which organizations will survive and which will die, based on a 

variety of factors, including age, size, density, founding conditions, resource partitioning, 

and the stage of the population’s legitimacy. Population ecology offers a theoretical 

perspective for the study of organization mortality and the variables that contribute to 

mortality rates. 

Resource Dependency Theory 

Pfeffer and Salancik’s classic book, The External Control of Organizations: A 

Resource Dependency Perspective, published originally in 1978, has three central 

themes. First, is the importance of the environment of organizations for understanding 

how decisions are made. Second, the theory views organizations as embedded in 

networks of interdependence with the external world. A need for resources obtained from 

the environment makes organizations dependent on these external sources; thus, a theory 

of resource dependence. Finally, a third major theme is the importance of power and the 

balance or imbalance of power in the interdependence between organizations and their 

resources (Pfeffer & Salancik, 1978/2003). 

While resource dependency theory and population ecology share an emphasis on 

the importance of the environment in organizations, there are some differences. Resource 
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dependency theory gives more credence to the ability of organizations to change their 

environment whereas population ecology takes the environmental conditions as more of a 

given. Resource dependency theory focuses more on organizational decision-making and 

how these decisions influence outcomes. Population ecology is also more explicitly 

longitudinal because of its focus on founding and mortality rates over time. A final 

difference is that resource dependency theory looks at the internal dynamics of 

organizations while population ecology focuses on the dynamics of organization 

populations (Pfeffer & Salancik, 1978/2003). 

In the pursuit of organizational survival, all organizations must manage the 

constraints they face in securing external resources. Resource dependency theory 

provides a useful perspective to examine how organizational mortality may be linked to 

the ability of an organization to secure adequate external resources for survival. 

Applications of Theory to Organizational Mortality 

In this section, the perspective of population ecology and resource dependence 

theories are examined for their application to organization mortality in the private and 

nonprofit sectors and then among the population of charter schools specifically. 

Private Sector Studies 

In their studies of national labor unions, newspapers, and semiconductor firms, 

Freeman et al. (1983) found that there is a liability of newness in each of these 

populations. Mortality rates are higher at younger ages of organizations in each of these 

populations. Further, in their study of national labor unions they found that there is both a 

liability of newness and a liability of size. In their work on the newspaper publishing 

firms, Carroll and Hannan (1990) found that both age and density had strong effects on 
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mortality in the population. Hannan and Freeman (1989) indicated that, based on recent 

research, “the most important demographic issue from the perspective of ecological 

analysis is age variation in mortality rates” (p. 244).  

An interesting finding in the work of Hannan and Freeman (1989) on labor unions 

and semiconductor firms is that they explored competition between subpopulations and 

found that the density of subpopulations has an impact on the mortality of other 

subpopulations. For example, among national labor unions, the density of craft unions 

had a positive effect on the mortality of national unions; and in the semi-conductor firms, 

density of subsidiary firms had a positive effect on the mortality of independent firms 

(Hannan & Freeman, 1989). This finding is relevant to the study of charter schools as 

there are subpopulations of organizations that operate charter schools: independent, 

charter management organizations (CMOs), and education management organizations 

(EMOs), as described in Chapter 2. 

In their research on labor unions, Hannan and Freeman (1988) found that 

legitimacy developed over a 150-year history, lending support to the prediction that the 

number of unions (density) serves as a measure of legitimacy. 

From the perspective of resource dependency theory, organizations require 

resources to survive. To acquire resources, organizations must interact with their 

environment and those who control resources (Pfeffer & Salancik, 1978/2003). This is 

where the concept of legitimacy takes on significance. Pfeffer and Salancik (1978/2003) 

wrote: “The manipulation of social legitimacy to maintain social support can be achieved 

only if one is able to argue convincingly that what the organization is doing is just and 

worthy” (p. 195). In their study of hospitals, Pfeffer and Salancik found that a measure of 
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effectiveness is whether the organization is able to acquire sufficient support to be able to 

acquire resources. Through their boards of directors, for example, hospitals are linked to 

important resources from the environment.  

Studies of private sector organizations using a population ecology approach and a 

resource dependency approach have yielded study results in support of the following 

variables in the study of organization mortality: age, size, density, subpopulation type, 

resource partitioning, and access to resources. 

Nonprofit Studies 

The theoretical lenses of population ecology and resource dependency theory 

have been applied to explain organizational success and failure; however, the application 

of these frames to success and failure in the nonprofit world has been limited. In a meta-

analysis of research on nonprofit success and failure, one group of researchers noted that 

their analysis shows “that the studies under investigation lack solid theoretical grounds. 

Only 32% of the articles (47 of 147) build their examinations on management theories 

originating from research on organizational success and failure” (Helmig et al., 2014, p. 

1520). This meta-analysis of studies on nonprofit success and failure coded 147 studies to 

structure determinants identified by researchers. The authors identified three streams of 

research: (1) financial performance studies elaborating on strategy; (2) financial 

performance studies detecting financial indicators that predict financial sustainability, 

viability, and vulnerability; and (3) organizational death studies where organizational 

characteristics and market structure are major determines determinants of NPO failure 

(Helmig et al., 2014, p. 1526). 
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The authors have recommended that research on organization success and failure 

in the nonprofit sector examine output measures (mission accomplishment), input 

measures (availability of resources), and efficiency measures. Finally, satisfaction studies 

of stakeholders were recommended (Helmig et al., 2014). 

Generic studies of closures of nonprofits demonstrate the role of several factors in 

nonprofit death: the liabilities of newness and small size, a lack of legitimacy, intra-

organizational conflict, difficulties mobilizing human resources, inability to compete for 

financial resources, limited connections to other organizations, and, in some cases, the 

completion of the organization’s mission (Hager, 1999.) Another scholar described 

mortality patterns for nonprofit organizations in a major U.S. metropolitan area between 

1980 and 1988 where 20% of the nonprofits ceased operations (Bielefeld, 1994).). The 

author found that high mortality was associated with rapid growth. Nonprofits that failed 

were younger, smaller, were less successful in attracting outside funders, and had less 

diversified income sources than survivors (Bielefeld, 1994).  

Issues related to finances, including financial instability, mismanagement, and 

lack of funding diversity have received the most focus of nonprofit success and failure 

literature. Chang and Tuckman (1991) proposed a methodology to measure financial 

vulnerability in nonprofit organizations and the measures have been applied to arts 

organizations (Hager, 2001). Diversifying funding streams is a strategy that may decrease 

the odds of organizational demise (Vance, 2010). 

Studies of nonprofit success and failure have been conducted within specific 

nonprofit populations, most notably in health care, social services, and education. A study 

of hospital closures in Florida tested variables of size, age, density at closure, and density 
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at founding (Ferrando, 1999). Examining hospital closures in Florida between the years 

1965-1995, the study found a liability of newness and liability of density at founding. 

New hospitals that were founded in dense locations (five or more hospitals) experienced 

a higher mortality rate than hospitals that were older or founded is less dense areas. Small 

hospitals (under 300 beds) also experienced a higher mortality rate than larger hospitals. 

In the childcare services arena, one study of childcare centers in California 

modeled the predicted closures of childcare centers as a function of ownership structure 

as well as age and enrollment capacity (Lam, Klein, Freisthler, & Weiss, 2013). The 

findings indicate that nonprofits that are small (capacity of 30 or less) are more likely to 

close, but the larger nonprofit centers (capacity 30+) are less likely to close. This suggests 

that the nonprofit organizations may have a comparative advantages available in larger 

centers than in small centers. This study was of interest because the authors incorporated 

an organizational variable (nonprofit or for-profit status) into the analysis of mortality. 

Baum and Oliver (1991) studied the failure of childcare service organizations in Toronto 

and also incorporated the nonprofit vs. for-profit status into the assessment. In this study 

of childcare organizational mortality, the authors found that mortality declined as size 

and age increased. Lower mortality rates were experienced by nonprofit operators in 

comparison to their for-profit competitors. “Institutional relations play a very significant 

role in reducing the likelihood of organizational mortality” (Baum & Oliver, 1991, p. 

213). 

Other studies of nonprofit agencies echo the results of previously named studies 

and confirm the role of age in mortality rates and the liability of newness (Bielefeld, 

1994; Hager, Galaskiewicz & Larson, 2004). But youth is not necessarily a death 
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sentence for a nonprofit. Singh, Tucker, and House (1986) studied age dependence 

among social service voluntary organizations in Toronto and found that voluntary 

organizations could overcome the liability of newness by building external legitimacy: 

“A young organization that receives a grant from a government agency not only increases 

its level of resources but also demonstrates its worthiness to receive these resources and 

conduct its services” (p. 191). The study also found that organizational mortality 

decreases with increased size. Large organizations are less vulnerable to the risk of 

closure.  

The picture that emerges is of young organizations with few and shrinking 

resources. This is familiar in population ecology research and indicates that 

younger and smaller organizations are more likely to die with some exceptions 

where these organizations successfully tap outside resources from the external 

environment. (Bielefeld, 1994, p. 34)  

Consistent with the need for external resources among nonprofit organizations, 

financial issues are a persistent issue in nonprofit organization demise (Chang & 

Tuckman, 1991; Hager, 2001). “Financial distress is a common condition for many 

nonprofit organizations. Grants run out, or funders change their giving guidelines. 

Individual donor preferences change, or contributions are diverted to competing 

organizations” (Hager, 2001, p. 376).  

Studies of organizational demise among nonprofit organizations have applied 

perspectives from population ecology and resource dependency theory. Several studies 

echo findings in the private sector, that nonprofit organizations experience a liability of 

age, size, and density. Further, financial issues receive attention in the nonprofit studies 
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of organizational demise and, as argued by resource dependency theory, survival depends 

on the ability of nonprofits to gain legitimacy and access resources externally. While 

survival studies have been carried out in the nonprofit sector, their application has been 

more limited in nonprofit studies and many lack solid theoretical grounds. Charter 

schools constitute a population as defined by population ecology theorists. As a relatively 

new population experiencing both a high growth rate and high mortality rate overall, the 

population offers an opportunity to test many of the variables that have been associated 

with organization demise in the past. At the same time, the charter school population has 

subpopulations in terms of organization structure. While some of the previous studies 

noted did look at the subpopulation of nonprofit vs. for-profit within the social services 

sector, the charter school population presents an opportunity to examine mortality based 

on subpopulation structures of independent, CMOs, and EMOs.  

Charter School Closure Studies 

As described in Chapter 2, the charter school movement emerged in the 1990s and 

is now over 25 years old. There has been extensive research and reporting on charter 

school success and failure with regard to student achievement measured by test scores 

(see Berends, Springer, & Walberg, 2008; Buckley & Schneider, 2007; Center for 

Research on Educational Outcomes [CREDO], 2009; Zimmer et. al., 2009). However, 

few studies have focused on the closure rate of charter schools and the many variables 

that may contribute to closure. Researchers have expressed mixed opinions about closure 

rates among charter schools. While some critics argue that closure is a sign of failure, 

others see it as a sign of success for bad schools are being weeded out (Buckley & 
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Schneider, 2007). However, closures are a concern given the disruptions to students and 

the loss of public monies invested in those schools. 

Reviewing charter school closures across the United States, a qualitative study by 

Wilkins (2013) identified these determinants of closure: financial and organizational 

mismanagement, academic underperformance, and subcategories of academic risk: high-

school-only status and independence from CMO affiliation. Finally, two long-term risk 

factors were noted for charter school failure: high teacher and leadership turnover and 

unrepresentative student bodies (Wilkins, 2013). Finance and financial management 

issues are cited frequently in charter school closures, consistent with research in the for-

profit and nonprofit worlds that cite the financial liability of small business start-ups 

(Consoletti, 2011). A few researchers have looked at the organizational structure of the 

charter school as a cottage industry (Chubb, 2006) and as a structure within a for-profit or 

nonprofit CMO (Farrell et al., 2012). These studies have found that scale is related to 

organizational success. 

Some studies have attempted to empirically analyze charter school closures in 

specific states. Because charter school laws differ by state, looking at states to analyze 

closures insures that the charters studied are subject to the same legal and environmental 

constraints. In a qualitative study of California school closures, former directors cited the 

following reasons for their schools’ closures: (a) conflict with their sponsoring agent, (b) 

a negative relationship with their superintendent, (c) problems with facilities, (d) 

financial problems, (e) working ineffectively with a business partner, and (f) perceived 

unethical behavior by a business partner (Reiter-Cook, 2010). Empirical studies have 

looked at charter success and failure in North Carolina (Paino et al., 2015), in New Jersey 
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(Schwenkenberg & Vanderhoff, 2015), and in Texas (Marchand, 2015). These studies are 

particularly relevant to a study of Florida’s charter schools; the studies in North Carolina, 

New Jersey, and Texas are all empirical studies that used survival analysis (SA) (also 

known as event history analysis, EHA) to test a variety of variables on charter school 

closures within those states. 

In the North Carolina study of charter school closures over a nine-year period 

with 24 closures and 119 openings, Paino et al. (2015) used qualitative and quantitative 

analysis. The study examined how accountability mechanisms affected charter failures. 

The authors applied event history analysis (EHA) to examine the effects of various 

performance and accountability measures on closure rates. The study found that academic 

outcomes were related to school closures in spite of the closed schools, stating that 

finances were the reason for closure. As noted previously in Chapter 2, the reason for 

closure can mask a variety of variables that can be at play, resulting in closures. While 

finances may be the “final straw” for closure of a charter, finances are related to 

enrollment as schools depend on their state allocation based on their enrollment levels. 

As academic performance decreases, one can speculate that since most parents can access 

this information, they might remove their child from a charter that is not achieving good 

academic outcomes, which, in turn, leads to lower finances for the school. The authors of 

this study did find enrollment to be a significant variable in their analysis (Paino et al., 

2015).  

In New Jersey, Schwenkenberg and Vanderhoff (2015) estimated survival rates to 

assess the impact of various variables on the probability of charter school failure. They 

found that school academic performance (test scores) is the most important predictor of 
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school survival. Further, higher expenditures per pupil and waiting lists are a smaller, but 

significant, indicator of school survival. Variables of enrollment, performance of the host 

school district, and student demographics were not found to be significant in predicting 

school failure (Schwenkenberg & Vanderhoff, 2015). 

A study by Marchand (2015) of Texas charter school failures applied survival 

analysis to study a sample of charter schools that closed between 2008 and 2013. Only 12 

schools were included because the study included only closures that had occurred after a 

three-year period of operations. Variables tested included age, enrollment, and 

demographics of enrolled students; staff turnover rates; teacher experience; levels of 

administrative and instructional support; and the physical location (urban or rural) of the 

school. Three factors showed significant impact on survival: age, number of enrolled 

students, and level of administrative support (Marchand, 2015). 

It is interesting to note that these studies of charter school closures are very 

recent. As described in Chapter 2, most of the studies on charter schools since the 1990s 

have focused on educational (academic) performance of charter schools and comparisons 

with their public school competitors, and the question of charter school innovation. Over 

time, it became clear that charter schools were failing and closing. In 2011, the Center for 

Education Reform issued a report on charter schools closures nationally. The study 

summarized the reasons for charter school closures – financial and mismanagement were 

reported among two-thirds of the closures (Conseletti, 2011). While this study was a first 

step at addressing the issue of closures, the data were based on macro information and did 

not drill down into greater specificity. The state studies cited reveal that causes of 

closures are complex and that a variety of variables contribute to charter school closures. 
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One variable that has not been tested by the studies cited is the role of 

organization structure in charter school closures. While this study of Florida’s charter 

schools duplicates many of the variables applied in other state studies, the study will add 

to the research on charter school closures in its incorporation of organization structure as 

a variable. A few qualitative studies have looked at organization structure of charter 

schools and the best evidence available suggests that charter schools run by charter 

management organizations (CMOs) and education management organizations (EMOs), 

or who participate in a network of similar charter schools, have had fewer financial, 

technical, and organizational issues than stand-alone charter schools (Farrell et al., 2012; 

Hill & Lake, 2008). Closures of charters schools managed by for-profit educational 

management organizations (EMOs) have also been examined (Lake, Dusseault, Bowen, 

Demerritt, & Hill, 2010).  

Research on charter school performance has largely focused on the outcomes of 

student performance. Thus, the focus has been from an educational perspective. The few 

studies that have focused on actual closures and their determinants are based on 

California, North Carolina, and, most recently, New Jersey and Texas data. While these 

studies identify a group of factors that led to closure, none have looked at the relationship 

between closure and organization structure (independent, nonprofit (CMOs), or for-profit 

EMO hybrids. Florida, with 20 years of charter school experience and the third highest 

number of charter schools in the nation, offers a research opportunity to study charter 

school closures (Consoletti, 2011). 

Charter schools are nonprofit legal entities, either independent or affiliated with 

nonprofit or for-profit EMOs. From an organizational perspective, these entities face 
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many of the issues identified in other studies regarding for-profit and nonprofit 

organization decline and closure. This research examined charter school closure from the 

perspective of organization theory and the empirical research on closures in other 

nonprofit and for-profit settings. What are the determinants that increase the survival rate 

of charter school and what can this research tell us about charter schools’ nonprofit and 

affiliated for-profit hybrid structures? Using data from the state of Florida and its charter 

school closures to date, this study identified key variables that may be predictors of 

organization closure. 

Variables for the Study of Charter School Closures 

Based on the literature review of population ecology and resource dependency 

theory and application to studies of organizations, the literature supports testing the 

following variables in the demise of organizations: age, size, density, external resources, 

and subpopulation organization structure. Further, studies from the nonprofit analyses 

reveal a greater emphasis on financial measures and program performance measures in 

assessing organizational demise. Charter school studies specifically add other variables to 

the mix: Student expenditures, student demographics, waiting lists, academic 

performance, enrollment, and teacher turnover are some of the variables that have been 

studied related to charter school closure. 

For the purposes of this study, variables were selected based on two criteria: (1) 

the significance of the variables as demonstrated by the literature review, and (2) the 

availability of the data from the state of Florida Department of Education (FLDOE) or 

other trusted data sources including the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES). 

One challenge for analyzing charter school data for Florida is that Florida’s charter 
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school system is decentralized. While the FLDOE plays a strong role in collecting data 

and serving as a resource to charter sponsors and schools, charter sponsors (school 

districts) exercise operational responsibility for approving charters and oversight of 

charter operations. As a result, some data are only available at the district level, and with 

over 70 school districts in Florida, the ability to collect data for some variables was 

problematic. For example, data on charter school waiting lists and reasons for closure are 

not available centrally for Florida’s charter schools.  

Based on the criteria stated, the following variables were selected for this study 

and the research questions posed about each variable were as follows: 

Age 

Age is perhaps the most dominant variable in studies of organizational demise. 

There is a “liability of newness” that has been put forth theoretically and studied 

extensively both in the private and nonprofit sectors. The charter school population is a 

good candidate for studying the relationship between age and demise. Charter schools are 

a relatively new population, having started in the 1990s and still growing. As a result, the 

entire population is relatively young and has experienced a high percentage of closures 

(15% nationally); but, at the same time, there are long-time survivors in the population. 

Research question. Do charter schools experience a “liability of newness” and 

demonstrate a higher mortality rate based on age? 

Subpopulation Organization Structure 

In population ecology studies, scholars found that subpopulations experienced 

competitive effects within the population, impacting the mortality rates (Hannan & 

Freeman, 1989). In the charter school population in Florida, three structures of 
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subpopulations have emerged: independent charter schools (also referred to as “cottage”), 

charter management organizations (CMOs), and educational management organizations 

(EMOs). These structures were defined in Chapter 2. A variable that has not been studied 

in the mortality of charter schools is a variable of organization structure. This study tested 

the relationship between organizational structure and mortality rates. 

Research question. What is the mortality rate of charter schools based on 

organization structure and do independent nonprofits experience a higher mortality rate 

than their counterpart CMO and EMO charters? 

Size 

In the literature, larger organizations are theorized to be stronger than smaller 

organizations, leading to higher survival rates for larger organizations. In the charter 

school population, size differences among schools are measured by enrollment levels or 

can be measured by their organizational structure. The literature theorizes that smaller 

organizations are more vulnerable and that larger organizations, due to economies of 

scale and purchasing power, are less vulnerable and experience lower mortality rates.  

Research question. Do small charter schools experience a higher mortality rate 

compared with larger charter schools 

Student Outcomes 

While organization performance was not a main focus of population ecology, 

there has been more attention on performance as a variable in mortality in nonprofit 

studies and charter school studies specifically. Charter schools are an excellent 

population in which to measure outcomes for performance. In the private sector, profits 

are typically the measure of performance, but for nonprofits and charter schools 
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specifically, performance must be measured in the achievement of mission. While often 

hard to measure in nonprofits, outcomes are regularly measured in public schools, so are 

relatively easy to track. 

Research question. Do charter schools with less than satisfactory performance 

outcomes experience higher mortality rates that their surviving competitors 

Extra Resources 

Based on resource dependency theory, organizations thrive based on their ability 

to secure resources from the environment. While charter schools are funded based on 

their enrollment, it has been documented that charter schools receive less funding than 

their counterpart public school. This makes it imperative that they seek additional 

resources. In this study, the ability of charter schools to secure additional outside 

resources was measured by their ability to secure one or more of the additional funding 

grants available from the state for charter schools. 

Research question. Do charter schools that secure additional public funds in the 

form of capital grants experience a higher survival rate than their counterparts that do not 

receive or receive fewer such grants. 

Density 

According to population ecology, there is a liability of density particularly at the 

founding of the organization. Several studies indicate, however, that density may have 

positive or negative effects. In the early stages of a population, growing density can 

contribute to creating legitimacy for the population and low mortality rates. However, as 

the population grows, competitive forces come to dominate and mortality rates can 

increase. Density rates for schools change from their founding through closure. 
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Therefore, it seems important to also examine the relationship of closure and density at 

closure. 

Research question: Is there a liability of density among charter schools at their 

founding? Is the density at closure also related to closure? 

Summary 

Based on population ecology and resource dependency theory, a variety of 

variables have been identified as significant in organizational demise. In the nonprofit 

sector, studies have duplicated similar approaches to study organization demise within 

this sector. However, nonprofit studies have placed more emphasis on the role of 

financial factors and external resource support than within the private sector. Studies of 

charter school closures specifically have identified variables unique to that population to 

study organizational demise. Based on the results of these studies and the availability of 

data, this study of Florida charter school closures focused on the variables of age, 

management structure, size, student outcomes, extra resources, and density (Figure 1). In 

the next chapter, the research design and methodology for analyzing data is described. 
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Figure 1. Selected variables for the study of Florida’s closed charter schools, 2006-2016. 
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CHAPTER 4. METHODOLOGY 

Introduction 

In Chapters 2 and 3, charter schools were introduced and the theories of 

population ecology and resource dependency theory were described. These theories are 

relevant to the study of charter school closures. The purpose of the study was to postulate 

several variables that may be related to school closures using the state of Florida as the 

geographic unit of study, including the 46 (out of 74) school districts that have charter 

schools. This chapter discusses more detail about the research design, the variables under 

study, the source of the data, and the statistical procedure - survival analysis (SA) - 

applied to the research design. 

The state of Florida was selected for this study for several reasons: First, Florida 

has a charter school law that is deemed friendly to the charter movement by the National 

Alliance of Public Charter Schools (NAPCS), a pro-charter school advocacy 

organization. In practice, this means that Florida does not cap the maximum number of 

charters that can be founded in the state and does not require stringent screening of 

charter school applicants. This may or may not contribute to the high number of charters 

founded in Florida and the high number of closures. Second, Florida has the third highest 

number of charter schools in the United States. At the same time, Florida has experienced 

a high turnover of charters, with over 300 closures since the law was enacted in 1996 

(FLDOE, n.d.b). A recent report published by NAPCS (2016a) identified Florida as 

having the highest closure rate in the country. Lastly, organizationally, Florida allows 
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only nonprofit organizations to operate as charter schools, although schools may contract 

with for-profit or nonprofit networks known as charter management organizations 

(CMOs) and education management organizations (EMOs). 

  Politically, Florida’s counties are contiguous with school districts and districts are 

the legal sponsors of charter schools in the state. Therefore, Florida operates a 

decentralized system of charter schools where the state is responsible for overall 

policymaking and oversight, but where the administration of charter schools is the 

purview of local school districts who act as the legal sponsors. As a result, some data are 

collected statewide and housed in the Department of Education and other documents and 

reports are collected at the local level. For example, all applications for charter schools 

are reviewed, processed, and approved or denied at the school district level, while the 

state administers the grading system of schools through its accountability system. 

Research Design 

 The research design for this study was a longitudinal, ex post facto design. The 

study was longitudinal as data about charter schools during the period of 2005-2006 

through 2015-2016 school years were collected for each year of the schools’ survival. An 

ex post facto design was used because the study examined data after the events have 

occurred and there were no experimental features within the study. 

 Ex post facto research designs are used in social as well as behavioral and 

biomedical sciences and have strengths and weaknesses (Silva, 2010). Newman and 

Newman (2011) noted that ex post facto research is appropriate when the researcher 

cannot manipulate independent variables. In these cases, “one cannot legitimately assume 

causation and can make statements only about relationships among the variables, 
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especially within a single study” (Newman & Newman, 2011, p. 183). However, Silva 

(2010) emphasized that in ex post facto research 

if there is empirical evidence flowing from numerous case studies pointing to the 

existence of a causal relationship, statistically tested, between the independent and 

dependent variables selected by the researcher, it can be considered sound 

evidence in support of the existence of a causal relationship between these 

variables. (p. 3)  

An ex post facto research design was the most appropriate design for this study as data 

were collected based on variables over the period of the study, there were no 

experimental features, and hypotheses were tested using the statistical method of survival 

analysis (SA).   

The research model hypothesized that six independent variables (age, 

management structure, grades, size, grants, and density) are related to charter school 

survival. To collect data in support of these variables, the FLDOE was the source of most 

of the data for the study. Some data were supplemented by NCES and by charter school 

research and advocacy organizations that publish studies and collect data on charter 

schools nationally. The National Alliance for Public Charter Schools (NAPCS) and the 

Center for Education Reform (CER) are two organizations that monitor charter growth 

and closures nationally.  

Data from FLDOE on Florida’s charter schools are available from the first years 

of founding in 1996-97 through the most current school year, 2015-16. To study school 

closures, the study period was narrowed to the years 2005-06 through 2015-16 because 

prior to 2005-06, data were not widely available on the organizational structure of the 
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charter schools. The final data set for the charter school analysis included 293 charter 

schools that opened no later than the school year 2005-06 and schools that experienced 

closure during the period of 2006-07 through 2015-16. During the schools year, 2006-07 

through school years 2015-16, Florida experienced the closure of 94 charter schools. 

However, at the same time, 199 charter schools remained open during the same time 

period and served as a comparative group in the study. In statistical terms, these schools 

are “censored;” they did not experience the event of closure. Not included in the study 

were new start-up schools during the study period nor schools that received charters but 

never enrolled any students. Adding new school start-ups during the period of study 

would have distorted hazard and survival functions for the group of closed schools under 

study. 

In sum, the number of closed schools included in the study was 94 and the 

number of schools open was 199, for a total of 293 schools, all founded prior to 2005-06. 

Closure was the dependent variable and there were six independent variables. The next 

section describes the variables under study and the sources of data. 

Variables and Sources of Data 

Dependent Variable 

The dependent variable was charter school closure. Schools were coded as closed 

or open for the study period. School closure results when a charter school closes 

voluntarily or involuntarily. For example, a charter school sponsor (school district) may 

force closure when a charter school has two consecutive years of an “F” rating from 

FLDOE, has failed to follow the law, or has been exposed for financial mismanagement. 

In some cases, charter schools have merged with other schools; this study assumed a 
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closure when a school Master School Identification (MSID) number assigned to that 

school was no longer active, no enrollment was reported, and the school number was 

reported on the state’s master list of closed schools. 

Charter school closure dates were obtained from the FLDOE charter school 

office, which maintains a listing of closed schools on its website (FLDOE, n.d.b). The list 

includes all closures from the start-up of charter schools in Florida (1996-97) through 

2015-16. This listing is the master list for Florida’s closed charter schools. 

From this listing, the study sample was pared to meet the study time period 

applying the following criteria: The study included all charter schools that opened prior 

to or during the school year 2004-2005 and either closed or remained open within the 

period 2006-2007 through 2015-2016. Schools closed prior to 2005-2006 were not 

included in the data set. Table 1 depicts the total number of Florida charter schools 

included in the study. 

 
Table 1  

Charter Schools in Florida, Open and Closed, 2005-2016 

Dates Status N 

2006-2007 through 2015-2016 Closed 94 

2005-2006 through 2015-2016 Open 199 
Total number of schools in study  293 

 

Independent Variables 

The independent variables included age, organization structure, school 

performance, enrollment, financial resources, and density at founding/closure. For each 
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variable, the unit of measure is described, the source of the data is noted, and the research 

question related to the variable and the hypotheses is posited. 

 Age. As described in Chapter 3, the first variable to be examined was age. 

Previous scholars have posited a liability of newness in organizations (Hager, 

Glaskiewicz, & Larson, 2004; Hannan & Freeman, 1989). The charter school population 

is a good candidate for studying the relationship between age and closure. Charter 

schools are a relatively new population, having started in the 1990s, and are still growing. 

As a result, the entire population is relatively young, has experienced a high percentage 

of closures (15% nationally), but, at the same time, there are long-time survivors in the 

population. 

Research question. Do charter school experience a liability of newness and to 

what extent does age predict the survival of charter schools? 

Hypothesis H1. Age accounts for a significant portion of variance in predicting 

charter school survival. 

Variable. The variable to measure liability of newness was the number of years 

open prior to 2005-06. The unit of measurement was school years. A school year is not a 

calendar year, but rather the time period between school start in one calendar year 

through school ending in the next calendar year (typically August to May). The source of 

the data was from FLDOE, which maintains a central data base for all public schools in 

the state in a system referred to as MSID (master school identification data). This data 

base provided most of the opening dates; closure dates are maintained on another list that 

is posted on the FLDOE’s charter school office website (FLDOE, n.d.b).  
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Where opening dates were missing from the MSID files, other sources were 

consulted, including annual charter school reports submitted to the state charter school 

office (although these self-reports are missing for many charter schools). Finally, after 

exhausting these resources, a missing start-up date was identified as the first year of 

reported enrollment by a charter school. 

Based on the theories from population ecology, age was identified as a factor in 

organizational failure, especially among young organizations. This study tested this 

theory among the charter school population. 

 Organizational structure. The relationship between organizational structure and 

failure has not been studied in the charter school population. Florida’s charter school 

population is legislated to be established as nonprofit structures; however, charters are 

not prohibited from contracting with charter management organizations (CMOs) or 

education management organizations (EMOs) for management services. These structures 

are networks of charter schools banded together under a nonprofit (CMO) or for-profit 

(EMO) structure. This raises interesting questions around organization structure and 

closure. 

Research question. Does the organizational management structure of charter 

schools explain variances in survival probabilities for those groups of schools? 

Hypothesis H2. Organization structure accounts for a significant portion of the 

unique variance in predicting charter school survival. 

Variable. Data were collected for all charter schools to determine their status as 

independent charters or charters affiliated with CMOs or EMOs. The data were available 

from two different sources; however, in both cases, the data were incomplete. The 
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National Alliance of Public Charter Schools (NAPCS) maintains a database online of 

charter school affiliations, but only beginning with the year 2005. The Florida 

Department of Education has begun collecting information from charters on their 

affiliation; however, the information is self-reported by charters and is not complete. 

Where data were missing, annual reports submitted by charters to the state were reviewed 

and, in some cases, schools were contacted directly to ascertain their affiliation. Data 

were only missing for one school in the original group of 294 schools.   

School performance (grading). School performance was hypothesized to have a 

relationship to school closure. A study of New Jersey charter closures, for example, 

found that “test scores were the most important determinant of survival” (Schwenkenberg 

& Vanderhoff, 2015, p. 300). Another study of Texas charter closures did not include a 

variable for school performance, but did conclude that enrollment had a significant 

impact on a charter’s survival (Marchand, 2015). School performance and enrollment 

levels may be related as described next.  

Research question. Do charter schools with less than satisfactory performance 

outcomes experience higher mortality rates that their surviving competitors? 

Hypothesis H3. School performance (grades) accounts for a significant portion of 

the unique variance in predicting charter school survival.  

Variable. School performance was measured by the school grades assigned to 

charter schools by FLDOE. The data is available through the department’s website. 

Florida’s school grading system uses a point system based on student achievement and 

progress including: 

• Student test performance in reading, math, science, and writing; 
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• Student learning gains in reading and math, including learning gains 

for the lowest performing students; 

• Participation and performance on high school level end-of-course 

(EOC) assessments among middle school students; 

• Measures at the high school level based on student graduation rates, 

performance in advanced coursework, and college readiness scores in 

math and reading (FLDOE, 2016) . 

School performance may have enrollment and financial implications for a charter 

school’s survival. By including school ratings in this analysis, the impact on closure 

could be assessed.  

In the process of data collection, it was discovered that numerous charter schools 

did not have a school grade assigned to them by the state. In total, 23% of the charters 

under study were missing grades. Schools are exempt from grading for a number of 

reason, including low enrollment, alternative school status, and grade levels served.  

Size (measured by enrollment). Studies of organizational size and the 

relationship to closure have demonstrated that small organizations are more vulnerable 

and experience a liability of smallness (Freeman, Carroll, & Hannan, 1983). Some of the 

reasons for a liability of smallness include challenges in raising capital, competition for 

labor, and dealing with regulations and the regulators. Further, most new organizations 

tend to be smaller; therefore, size and newness may be confounded and need to be 

examined separately. “With few exceptions, there seems to be strong empirical support 

for the liability of smallness” (Singh & Lumsden, 1990, p. 176).  
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The relationship between size and closures was studied in the two charter school 

studies for Texas (Marchand, 2015) and New Jersey (Schwenkenberg & Vanderhoff, 

2015). In the Texas study, enrollment was a significant variable and enrollment is one 

way to measure size in schools. Another method would be budget size, although budget 

revenues are directly linked to enrollment based on state allocations to schools. The New 

Jersey study of closures did not find enrollment to be a significant predictor of closures. 

Another study of closures in North Carolina used a size measure but based on district size 

and not the size of the charter schools (Paino et al., 2015).  

A limitation of assessing the role of size in charter schools using either enrollment 

or budget size is that within the charter school legislation, charters may affiliate with 

nonprofit CMOs or for-profit EMOs, and the size of an individual school may mask its 

relationships to larger networks whose resources may help individual schools overcome 

their liability of smallness. Without further research into these financial relationships, the 

role of individual charter school size in predicting closure may be limited. 

As noted previously, enrollment may be a significant factor in charter closure. 

While the Texas study (Marchand, 2015) concluded that enrollments were a strong 

predictor of charter school survival, a similar study in New Jersey did not have the same 

results and concluded that enrollment was not related to survival (Schwenkenberg & 

Vanderhoff, 2015). For the purposes of this study, however, enrollment was used as an 

indicator of size. 

Low enrollment may be related to market demand issues but can also be linked to 

school ratings as described previously. According to one district charter school oversight 

office, school enrollments often fall short of the predictions made by charter operators in 
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their submitted applications to districts (J. Perry, personal communication, 2016). As 

charter proponents are not required to produce any kind of market assessment in their 

applications, their enrollment projections can be described as a “guesstimate.” 

Enrollments are directly tied to financial compensation by the state so charters 

with strong and growing enrollments are predicted to be more sustainable than charters 

where enrollments are static or in decline. 

Research question. Do charter schools experience higher mortality rates based on 

size? 

Hypothesis H4. Size (measured by enrollment) accounts for a significant portion 

of the unique variance in predicting charter school survival. 

Variable. School enrollments are reported yearly by FLDOE. The actual number 

of children attending was collected for every year of a charter school’s life to determine 

data for variables of average enrollment, enrollment at start, and enrollment in the final 

year of closure or end of study. 

Other studies of the relationship between enrollment and charter survival have 

produced conflicting results; in this study, enrollment was measured by the variables of 

average school size, first school size, and last school size. 

Extra resources (grants). Resource dependency theory posits that organizations 

that seek out additional resources in their environments will be stronger competitors, 

thereby increasing their survival chances (Pfeffer & Salancik, 1978/2003). For the charter 

school population, financial resources are dominated by government dollars. In Florida, 

the state allocates per capita reimbursements based on enrollments. However, the funds 

awarded to charters vs. their regular traditional public school counterparts have been 
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estimated to be on average 68-71% of what their counterparts receive in Florida (Florida 

Tax Watch, 2012). How do charter schools supplement the state allocation that they 

receive based on their enrollment? There are many possibilities for a nonprofit charter 

organization to seek additional funding. Like typical nonprofits they can raise funds from 

donors and private and public grant sources. A review of charter school audits and/or 

their 990 reports to the IRS might yield information in this regard. However, a review of 

the state’s audits and the IRS’s 990 reports posted on Guidstar.org revealed that charters 

do not necessarily submit these reports as required. Therefore, it was concluded that these 

reports were not readily available or accessible within the scope of this project. 

One source of additional funds that all charters may seek is a state capital 

allocation. Only charters that exist for at least three years and meet stated criteria, 

including “financial stability” and “satisfactory student achievement,” are eligible and 

they must apply for the funds. However, the capital funding is an excellent source of 

additional funds for charters as most lack the bonding or borrowing capacity of a school 

district to finance capital projects. Charters are “on their own” when it comes to facilities. 

Districts are not obligated to make physical space available to charters or share the capital 

funding they receive. Charters must rent space or attempt to purchase property, which is 

feasible for some charter management organizations but challenging for independent 

charters. Facility issues are one of the reasons cited for charter closures as reported by the 

CREDO (2009) study. 

The state of Florida does not automatically allocate capital funds to charter 

schools. A charter school must meet the stipulated criteria established by state law and 

must apply for the allocation.  
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Research question. Do charter schools that secure additional public funds in the 

form of capital grants experience a higher probability of survival than their counterparts 

that do receive such funds? 

Hypothesis H5. Extra resources (grants) account for a significant portion of the 

unique variance in predicting charter school survival. 

Variable. Number of facility grants awarded to charter schools. The source of the 

data was FLDOE. Reports of school allocations are available for every year of the charter 

school program and posted on the FLDOE website (FLDOE, n.d.a). 

While charter schools may pursue many avenues of revenues, the state makes 

capital grants available to charters that meet the criteria of the program and apply for the 

grant. Because of its stringent requirements, the variable is not only a good indicator of a 

charter’s initiative in pursuing other funding from its environment, it is also an indicator 

of healthy performance based on the state’s criteria. Therefore, charters that secure 

capital grants are predicted to have higher survival rates. 

Density. The population ecology theorists identified density as a factor in 

organizational mortality (Hannan & Carroll, 1992). Singh and Lumsden (1990) 

summarized the relationship between density and mortality: 

In the early stages of the development of a new organizational form, growth in 

numbers legitimates the organizational form itself, thereby decreasing the mortality rate, 

But as density continues to increase, competitive pressures overwhelm the legitimation 

effects increasing mortality rates. (p. 178)  

For the purposes of this study, because charter schools are considered to be in 

competition with traditional public schools and private schools, density included the 
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statistical presence of these three sectors of the population of school options available to 

parents. Charter schools and private schools both increase parental choice in the 

education market and, therefore, compete with each other for students and resources. It 

has also been reported that students leave private schools for charter schools at a higher 

rate than they leave their traditional public school for charters (Renzulli, 2005). Further, 

two variables were included in the analysis: density at founding and density at closure. 

Research question. Is there a liability of density among charter schools at their 

founding? Is the density at closure also related to closure? 

Hypothesis H6. Density at founding and density at end accounts for a significant 

portion of the unique variance in predicting charter school survival. 

Variable. The variable density at founding is measured by calculating the number 

of charter schools in a district as a percentage of the total schools K-12 (public, charter, 

and private schools) for the year of charter formation. Density at end is measured similar 

to density at founding but for the year of closure or, in the case of censored schools (not 

closed), the most recent year of data availability (2014-2015). 

Source of data. The data for this variable came from two different sources: 

FLDOE for private school data per district, per year, and NCES for total public school 

and charter school numbers per district, per year. 

While this methodology gave an overview of the competition charters face at 

founding and at closure, the methodology has limitations. These data are available on a 

district-wide basis and measure the number of schools. The indicator does not include 

enrollment numbers nor the number of available school-age children in the analysis. 

Therefore, the variable of density, as measured here, may not be the best predictor of 
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closure. A future study might identify another methodology for measuring density in 

school districts among charters, traditional public schools, and private schools. 

This section described the dependent and independent variables that were used in 

the study of charter school closures, the sources of the data, and the hypotheses 

postulated. See Table 2 for a summary of the variables and sources of data. The next 

section addresses the specific statistical procedure to analyze the collected data: Survival 

Analysis (SA).  

 
Table 2  

Charter School Closures in Florida, 2006-2016: Variables and Sources of Data 

Variable Measure Source* Comments/Limitations 

Organizational 
structure 

Independent, CMO, or EMO FLDOE; 
NAPCS 

Data available from 2005-
2006 on; missing data 

Years of operation 
(Age) 

Open date/close date FLDOE  

School performance Annual school grading  (A-F) FLDOE If school closes before it 
completes a year, there is no 
grade. 

Enrollment Students enrolled in year 1 
vs. year of closure/end of 
study  

FLDOE Enrollment is directly tied to 
state funding for the charter 

Extra resources 
(grants) 

Received additional state 
grants: # of grants. Source: 
state capital allocations. 

FLDOE Indicator of positive “resource 
dependency”; capital funding 
only available after 3 yrs. of 
existence. 

Density at founding Measured as # of charter 
schools divided by total # of 
public and private schools in 
district at year of founding 

FLDOE; 
NCES 

A broad indicator that masks 
localized, neighborhood 
competition 

Density at closure Measured as # of charter 
schools divided by total # of 
public and private schools in 
district at year of closure or 
most current year if censored. 

FLDOE; 
NCES 

A broad indicator that masks 
localized, neighborhood 
competition 

Note.*FLDOE = Florida Department of Education; NAPCS = National Alliance of Public Charter Schools; 
NCES = National Center for Education Statistics 
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Statistical Techniques 

In this section, the statistical techniques used in the analysis are described, along 

with descriptive statistics and the testing of hypotheses using survival analysis (SA). 

Descriptive Statistics 

Descriptive statistics were used to describe the composition of the charter school 

population, including their status as closed or open, their management structure, and the 

number of closures by year. Because of the high number of ungraded schools (23%), data 

were disaggregated by graded or ungraded status and then the means and standard 

deviations summarized for the demographic data. The study population was also 

disaggregated by status of their management structure - either independent, CMO, or 

EMO - to describe the demographics. Finally, descriptive data were disaggregated by 

closed vs. open status. Descriptive statistics demonstrated some key differences among 

charter schools based on the disaggregation noted. However, to test significance of the 

variables, statistical analysis was required.  

Survival Analysis (SA) 

This section describes the specific statistical methodology that was used to test the 

dependent variable - charter school closure - with the independent variables of age, 

organization structure, size, extra resources, density at founding, and density at closure. 

Relevant terms that are used in SA are defined and the application of Cox regression is 

described. 

What is survival analysis? Survival Analysis (SA), also known as Event History 

Analysis and Discrete Time Survival Analysis (Smith, 2002; Kleinbaum, 1996), allows 

the researcher to study a data set and determine event occurrence, when it is likely to take 



 75 

place, and the variables that impact that occurrence (Singer & Willett, 2002). For the 

purposes of this study, the term Survival Analysis (SA) was used and the event that was 

studied was charter school closure. 

SA in used extensively in the medical field where death of patients and survival 

rates are studied based on application of certain drugs or other treatments. SA is one of 

the oldest areas of statistics and is traced to the 17th century when actuarial tables were 

developed. Later, SA was applied in the field of engineering to study the failure rate 

among machines and weapons and became known as reliability analysis (Davis, 2013). 

Other examples of the types of applications of survival analysis include cancer patients/ 

time in remission, population studies/time until death, and recidivism studies/time until 

re-arrest (Kleinbaum, 1996).  

To gain an understanding of SA and how it works, it is instructive to define 

certain terms that are used in the SA procedure. These terms include survivor function, 

hazard function, survival probability, hazard probability, censoring and the Kaplan-Meier 

curve. Also relevant to the analysis is modeling through Cox regression models. 

Survivor function and probability. The survivor function is the probability that 

an event will not occur. Unlike the hazard function, which projects the unique risk in 

each time period, the survivor function calculates the probability that a person or unit 

(school) will not experience the event. The function is denoted by S(tij) and is defined as 

“the probability that individual i will survive past time period j” (Singer & Willet, 2002, 

p. 334). Survival probability is the proportion of the risk set that survives over successive 

time periods. 
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Hazard function and probability. The hazard function is a quantity used to 

assess the risk of occurrence in discrete time periods known as the hazard. “Denoted by 

h(tij), discrete time hazard is the conditional probability that individual i will experience 

the event in time period j, given that the event was not experienced in any earlier time 

period” (Singer & Willett, 2002, p. 330). 

 Hazard probability is the proportion of the risk set that experience the event 

during specific time periods.  

Censoring. The term censoring refers to the population units that do not 

experience the event (closure). Further, units are considered to be “right censored” when 

the start date is known but the event (closure) is unknown: closure is to the “right” of the 

observed time period. In this study, schools that remained open through the study period 

(2006-2016) are “right censored.” Schools that are right censored were founded any time 

before 2005-2006 and did not experience closure at any time during the study period. 

This does not mean that a school will not experience closure in the future; it simply 

means that closure did not occur during the study period.  

Left censoring occurs when the survival time is incomplete because the start date 

is unknown. For this study, all start-up dates of charter school were known and left 

censoring was not applicable. 

Figure 2 is a simple rendering of survival analysis where “closure” is the event 

studied. Each school from the sample was plotted by the number of school years until 

closure. A school still open (#2) and not yet closed by the end of the study period is an 

example of right censoring.



 77 

 
Figure 2. Sample of schools studied, time to closure. 

 
The Kaplan-Meier curve. The Kaplan-Meier curve is a way of graphically 

representing the survival function of a given population. The survival function is “a 

chronically arranged list of estimated survival possibilities-the proportions of the initial 

sample that do not experience the event through each of the successive time period” 

(Willett & Singer, 1993, p. 953). The survival function represents the cumulative 

proportion of subjects under study who do not yet experience the event. 

In Figure 3 a Kaplan-Meier graph displays the cumulative survival on the Y axis 

and the time intervals on the X axis. To interpret the graph, we can look at the length of 

time, in this example, using days, and on the Y axis cumulative survival is the percentage 

of units in the study that remain in the study (event has not occurred). For example, after 

40 days, we note that the cumulative survival rate has dropped from 60% to under 40%. 

Therefore, after 40 days, the survival rate of those remaining in the study (have not 

reached the event) is now under 40%. All of the units in the study have reached the end 

point after 63 days so all units have experienced the event under study. The Kaplan-
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Meier curve is a way of graphically representing the survival function of a given 

population. The survival function represents the cumulative proportion of subjects under 

study who do not yet experience the event. 

 
Figure 3. Survival function, time to event. 

 
Cox regression models. Similar to logistic regression, Cox regression models (or 

Cox proportional hazards models) are commonly used when multiple covariates are to be 

assessed. For example, in the Kaplan-Meier curves, the only variable is time to event. 

What if we want to add other variables like gender or age? Cox regression models offer a 

statistical method for incorporating multiple variables, grouping sets of variables into 

models. For examples, one model might test the time to event when the two variables like 

gender and age are added. Another model might look at the intersection of time to event 

with educational level and marital status. Then the models can be compared to assess the 

strength of the hazard ratios (Kleinbaum, 1996). SA is the most appropriate statistical 

approach to the study of charter school closures. Standard regression analyses are deemed 
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inadequate in this type of analysis because the outcomes are dichotomous (closed or 

open) and the independent variables are categorical or continuous. Unlike regression 

analysis, SA shows the relationship between time and event occurrence and is therefore 

well suited for examining organization mortality (Hannan & Freeman, 1989; Petersen & 

Koput, 1991). SA is also conducive to examining multiple variables over a period of 

years, allowing for time varying predictors that may fluctuate over time. For example, all 

of the independent variables in this study change yearly per school. Enrollment changes 

year to year in a school - it may increase, decrease, or remain stable. How do these 

changes contribute to the outcome of closure or survival? 

Summary 

In this chapter, the research design and methodology were reviewed. The 

dependent variable – closure – has been defined and six other independent variables 

identified, explained, and the source of the data identified. Hypotheses were set forth 

predicting the relationship between the independent variables and the outcome – closure 

of the school. The statistical tool selected for the study was SA, an appropriate statistical 

tool for studying events over time and may involve multiple independent variables that 

are categorical or continuous. 

The next chapter summarizes the results of the data analysis, findings, and 

conclusions. 
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CHAPTER 5. DATA ANALYSIS, FINDINGS, AND DISCUSSION 

In this chapter, the results of the study are reported and the findings are discussed. 

First, descriptive statistics are presented for schools disaggregated by graded and 

ungraded schools, by school management structure, and for closed and censored schools. 

Then, individual variables are described applying survival analysis (SA) including 

Kaplan-Meier survival curves and Cox regression analyses. Finally, a summary of the 

overall results of the survival analysis (SA) and Cox regression is explained for each 

hypothesis. 

Descriptive Statistics 

Overview of School Closures and Censored Schools 

The final data set for the charter school analysis included 293 charter schools that 

opened no later than the school year 2005-2006 and schools that experienced closure 

during the period of 2006-2007 through 2015-2016. During the school years, 2006-2007 

through school years 2015-2016, Florida experienced the closure of 94 charter schools 

while 199 schools survived (censored). Closed schools represent 32% of the database, 

while the open schools are 68% of the database (Figure 4).
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Figure 4. Closed and open (censored) charter schools, 2006-2016. 

 
By type, the 94 closed schools included 75 independent, 9 charter management 

organizations (CMOs), and 10 education management organizations (EMOs), for a total 

of 94 closed schools. Of the 198 open (censored) schools, 123 are independent, 11 are 

CMOs and 64 are EMOs. One school could not be coded by its management structure so 

was excluded from this summary. 

The overview summary data show that while independent schools represent 68% 

of the total database, they represent 80% of the closed schools; EMO charter schools 

represent 25% of the total data, but are 32% of the surviving charters. CMOs are a small 

subset within the population (See Table 3). The pie charts show a visual of the proportion 

of closed and censored schools by management structure (Figures 5 and 6). 

Closed -94 
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Open - 199 
68% 

Descriptive Statistics 
Open and Closed 

Closed -94 Open - 199 
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Table 3  

Closed and Open Schools (Censored) by Management Structure 

  Closed Open 

Type N (%) N (%) N (%) 

Independent 198 (68%) 75 (80%) 123 (62%) 

CMO 20 (7%) 9 (10%) 11 (6%) 

EMO 74 (25%) 10 (11%) 64 (32%) 

P 
 

 
Figure 5. Closed charter schools by management structure type. 

 
 

 
Figure 6. Open (censored) charter schools by management structure type. 
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Looking at charter school closures specifically, by year, the highest number of 

closures occurred in the first, third, and seventh year of the study (Figure 7). Yearly, 

independent schools represent the largest proportion of schools in Florida as well as the 

largest number of closures. While independents manage the largest number of charter 

schools, they experience a closure rate at a higher proportion than their counterpart CMO 

or EMO schools. 

 

 
Figure 7. Charter school closures by year, organization structure. 

        
Demographic Data Disaggregated by Graded and Ungraded Schools  

Because school grades (a measure of school performance) were not available for 

69 schools in the study (out of 293 schools), it was determined that it would be useful to 

conduct the analysis of the variables looking at the two groups separately: (1) the 69 

schools without grades, and (2) the 224 schools with grades. This section describes the 

differences of the summary statistics by not graded and graded.   
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During the data collection phase, it was noted that numerous grades were missing 

for charter schools. Upon investigation it was determined that charter schools are not 

graded for a number of reasons, which include low enrollments, alternative school status, 

and age level (lower grades are not tested) . In these and other categories, schools may be 

exempted from testing and testing is a key component of grading. It is not unusual for 

testing scores to be missing from charter school data. A study of charter school closures 

in North Carolina found 30% of its database missing test score information (See Paino et. 

al., 2015). Further, an early study of Florida charter schools noted a significant lack of 

test data and grading for charter schools: “Florida typically reports grades for fewer than 

25% of its charter schools” (Crew & Anderson, 2003, p. 196).  

For the sample under study, 69 or 24% of the schools in the sample did not have 

grades assigned. Since other studies, notably Texas and New Jersey, found school 

performance to be a significant predictor of survival, it was determined that the models 

should be separated into two categories to test the variables (See Marchand, 2015; 

Schwenkenberg & Vanderhoff, 2015).  

From a descriptive standpoint, there are differences between the two groups (see 

Table 4). School demographics when disaggregated by Not Graded and Graded schools 

show: 

• Graded schools experienced a larger mean (13) life span than not graded 

schools (9.3). 

• The mean grade for graded schools was 2.9, above average performance. 

• School size was significantly larger among the graded schools (396.1) 

compared to not graded (99.9). 
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• Graded schools secured more capital grants on average than not graded 

schools (10.4, 7.2, respectively).  

 
Table 4  

School Demographics Disaggregated by Not Graded and Graded Schools 

  
Not Graded Schools 

(N=69) 
Graded Schools 

(N=224) 

School Demographics M SD M SD 

Time Opened Prior To 05 year Rounded 2.5 2.4 3.2 2.4 
Time Open 05 Rounded 6.8 3.6 9.8 2.7 

Time Open Years 9.3 4.5 13.0 3.9 
Average grade - - 2.9 1.1 

First Grade - - 2.6 1.4 
Last Grade - - 2.6 1.4 

Average School Size 99.9 86.4 396.1 360.7 
First School Size 55.4 55.9 224.2 262.7 

Last School Size 108.4 109.1 482.5 460.2 
Grants 7.2 5.0 10.4 5.1 

Density Open 0.06 0.03 0.07 0.10 
Density End 0.10 0.04 0.11 0.04 

Note. Variables’ means are all statistically different (p<.05) except for Density at Open 
(p=.48) 
 

These findings are consistent with the fact that, often, charter schools are not 

graded because they do not have enough enrollment for testing to be meaningful. Graded 

schools are larger and have a longer lifespan. They secure more grants (extra resources) 

and density at opening or density at end between the two groups do not differ greatly. 
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Demographic Data Disaggregated by School Management Structure 

One of the primary aims of this study was to assess the impact of management 

structure on charter schools. In Florida, charter schools must be authorized as nonprofit 

legal entities. However, in practice there are three organizational types among charter 

schools: (1) independent charter schools; (2) charter management organizations (CMOs), 

nonprofit networks of charters; and (3) hybrids, nonprofits that are affiliated with for-

profit operators (EMOs).  

  When charter schools first started, they were largely independent entities. But 

over time, networks of charters (CMOs and EMOs) have formed through a nonprofit or 

for-profit structures. These networks offer consulting assistance, share resources, and 

may offer some of the “back office” functions like accounting and payroll services. 

EMOs have been growing in Florida and outnumber the CMO organizations while 

independent operators manage the largest proportion of charter schools (NAPCS, n.d.b). 

Looking at Table 5, School Demographics Disaggregated by School Management 

Structure, the descriptive data show school differences among the three management 

structures: 

• On average, the years open in the study period (2005-2016) is highest among 

the EMO management group (13.4) compared to CMO (12) and independent 

(11.7). 

• Average grade (performance) is highest in the EMO group at 3.1, compared to 

CMO (2.3) and independent (2.8). 
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• The average school size is 100+ students larger for the EMO group (469.3) 

than either the CMO (319.4) and independent group (269.6) and they secure a 

larger number of grants (11.1). 

• There was not much difference in overall density between the school 

management structures. However, the EMOs experienced the lowest density 

at opening and highest density at closing (tied with CMOs). 

 
Table 5  

School Demographics Disaggregated by Management Services 

 

Independent 
(N=198) 

CMO          
(N=20) 

EMO            
(N=74) 

School Demographics M SD M SD M SD 
Time Opened Prior To 05 year 
Rounded*E 3.1 2.4 3.3 2.1 2.9 2.5 

Time Open After 05 (Study Period) 8.6 3.5 8.7 2.9 10.5 1.5 

Time Open Years 11.7 4.7 12.0 4.1 13.4 2.9 

Average grade (E)* 2.8 1.2 2.3 1.2 3.1 0.9 

First Grade (E/I)* 2.6 1.4 1.7 1.2 2.9 1.3 

Last Grade 2.6 1.4 2.0 1.2 2.8 1.2 

Average School Size (E)* 269.6 302.1 319.4 266.9 469.3 406.2 

First School Size 160.8 209.8 217.9 205.2 236.1 315.5 

Last School Size (E)* 327.3 394.8 338.3 295.6 568.3 489.5 

Grants (E)* 9.0 5.5 10.4 5.3 11.1 4.1 

Density Opening 0.07 0.11 0.06 0.05 0.05 0.03 

Density Closing (E/C)* 0.10 0.04 0.13 0.05 0.13 0.03 
Note. *Variables’ means are all statistically different (p<.05); I = Independent, C = CMO, E = EMO 
 

Length of survival of a charter school may be directly associated with the number 

of grants as a charter school can only receive a grant for the years of operation beyond 

the first two or three years after which they become eligible (Florida laws changed 

eligibility for capital grants from three to two years in 2015). Charter schools must also 
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be in good standing to receive a capital grant; meaning that they have a current audit 

report that does not identify any “financial emergency conditions,” and have “satisfactory 

student achievement” (FLDOE, n.d.a). Thus, grants may also be an indicator not only of 

years of survival but also of acceptable performance in a charter school. From this 

perspective, EMO schools have greater longevity, higher grades, higher enrollments, and 

a higher number of grants received. In contrast, independent schools have a lower 

lifespan, lower average grades, smaller enrollments, and the lowest average number of 

grants received. CMOs have the lowest grade averages among the three groups. 

Another way to look at the demographics is by summarizing data for closed 

schools vs. open (censored) schools. 

Demographic Data Disaggregated by Closed vs. Censored (Open) Schools 

When the school population is separated by closed/open status, the data reveal 

strong differences between the two groups (see Table 6). Open (censored) schools have a 

longer lifespan, which is to be expected as these 199 schools remained open and do not 

experience closure during the study period, while 94 schools closed. However, it is 

interesting to note that the closed group had a lower average age prior to the study period. 

Average grades are significantly higher for the surviving schools as is the mean school 

size. Censored schools are larger based on higher enrollments. Censored schools also 

secured a higher average number of grants (almost double), while density at open and 

close does not differ greatly. The high number of grants for the censored schools is 

consistent with the longer average age of this group. For every year a school is open 

(beyond the 3-year requirement), there is an increased opportunity to secure a new grant. 
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Table 6  

School Demographics Disaggregated by Closed vs. Open Schools 

 Closed (N=94) Censored (N=199) 

School Demographics M SD M SD 

Time Opened Prior To 05 year Rounded 2.49 2.39 3.32 2.36 

Time Open After 05 (Study Period) 5.03 2.67 11.00 0.00 
Time Open Years 7.52 3.87 14.32 2.36 

Average grade (N=47/ N=175) 1.84 1.14 3.18 0.93 
First Grade (N=47/N=175) 1.53 1.32 2.91 1.23 

Last Grade (N=47/N=173) 1.51 1.49 2.94 1.16 
Average School Size 131.09 102.76 418.58 375.27 

First School Size 88.16 74.69 229.90 278.00 
Last School Size 130.47 125.25 519.10 473.12 

Grants 5.94 4.17 11.45 4.78 
Density Opening 0.07 0.10 0.06 0.09 

Density Closing 0.10 0.04 0.11 0.04 
 

While these demographics are descriptive, they reveal key differences among 

charter schools disaggregated by graded or not graded, management structure, and closed 

or open (censored) status. While the descriptive data are revealing in the disaggregated 

demographics, to test the hypotheses set forth in Chapter 4, statistical analysis is required.  

Hypotheses Testing and Results 

As described in Chapter 4, survival analysis (SA) includes statistical analyses to 

analyze data when the outcome is the time until an event takes place; in this case, the 

event is charter school closure. Schools that survive do not experience the event (closure) 

during the study period and are considered censored. Survival analysis provides a 
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methodology to determine survival and hazard functions and display them graphically by 

creating Kaplan-Meier survival curves.  

“The Cox proportional-hazards regression model has achieved widespread use in 

the analysis of time-to-event data with censoring and covariates. The covariates may 

change their values over time” (Fisher & Lin, 1999, p. 145). Compared with linear 

regression and logistic regression techniques, survival analysis is better suited to Cox 

regression techniques because of including censored data and because the variables are 

continuous rather than binary. For example, the independent variable in this study, 

“density,” changes yearly based on the calculation of the number of total schools (public 

+ private) in a district. While the dependent variable is binary – closed or open – each 

independent variable is continuous. Thus, Cox regression can incorporate both discrete 

and continuous measures as covariates in time to event studies.  

With the results of the Kaplan-Meier SA and Cox regression, the hypotheses can 

now be tested. Each research question and hypothesis is discussed herein. 

Hypothesis H1: Age 

Research question. Do charter school experience a “liability of newness” and to 

what extent does age predict the survival of charter schools? 

Hypothesis H1. Age accounts for a significant portion of variance in predicting 

charter school survival. 

Figure 8 shows the plotting of the Kaplan-Meier survival curve for charter schools 

based on the variable time open prior to 2005. The vertical axis is the proportion of 

schools who survive at time (t). On the horizontal axis, time is displayed in years. As 
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each event occurs (closure), the curve decreases in steps that represent the proportion of 

closures that have occurred.  

 

 

Figure 8. Kaplan-Meier survival function for time open prior to 2005. 

 
 The Cox regression analysis investigated if an age variable (time open prior to 

2005) predicted school survival rates. This analysis was statistically significant such that 

the longer the schools were open prior to 2005 the higher their survival rate [β=-0.13, 

Wald(1)=8.05, p=.005, OR=.88] (Table 7). 

 
Table 7  

Cox Regression Analysis for Variable of Time Open Prior to 2005 

            95.0% CI for 
OR     

Survival 
Predictors B SE Wald(1) p OR Lower Upper -2LL χ2(1) 

Time Open 
Prior To 05 -0.13 0.05 8.05 0.005 0.88 0.8 0.96 1030.23 8.2 
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As demonstrated by the Kaplan Meier curves and the Cox regression, age 

(measured by time prior to 2005) is a significant variable in predicting charter school 

survival and the variable of time open prior to 2005 is significant. Therefore, we accept 

the Hypothesis H1: Age accounts for a significant portion of the unique variance in 

predicting charter school survival 

Hypothesis H2: Management Structure 

Research question. Do the organizational management structures of charter 

schools explain variances in survival probabilities for those groups of schools? 

Hypothesis H2. Management structure accounts for a significant portion of the 

unique variance in predicting charter school survival. 

In the descriptive data, key differences among charters by management structure 

were noted. Schools managed by EMOs have a longer lifespan, have fewer closures, 

achieve higher school grades, are larger, and secure a higher number of capital grants 

than their counterpart independents or CMO charters. Kaplan Meier survival and hazard 

curves were applied to examine how each group differed with regard to survival and 

hazard functions. The survival and hazard probability for charter schools reveal that a 

school managed by an EMO structure has a higher cumulative survival rate compared to 

survival rates of the independent and CMO counterparts. 

The survival chart in Figure 9 presents curves for survival by each group of 

charter school management structures: independent, CMO, and EMO. After the first four 

years of the study period, the survival function for independent (78%) and CMO (80%) 

managed schools drops by 20% compared to 3% for EMO managed schools. At the end 

of the study period (2015-2016) a larger proportion of schools managed by EMOs 
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(86.5%) are still surviving while independent (62%) and CMOs (57%) have lower 

cumulative survival rates. 

 
Figure 9. Charter school survival rates disaggregated by management structure (N=292). 

 
 Hazard function curve. The hazard function is essentially the negative side of 

the survival function and is expressed as h(t). Rather than showing the probability of 

survival, the hazard function depicts the rate of failure or closure at time (t).  

Figure 10 shows the hazard curve for charter schools disaggregated by 

management structure. Consistent with the survival curve, the EMOs have a lower hazard 

rate than the independent and CMO schools. In sum, EMO managed charter schools 

experience a lower risk of failing. The hazard rate is of interest and focuses on failing, 

assuming survival up to a given point in time. Visually, the hazard curve also helps us 

pinpoint periods where charter schools are at risk of failure. 
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Figure 10. Hazard rates disaggregated by management structure (N=292). 

  

The Kaplan-Meier survival and hazard curves present a visual way of looking at 

survival probability and hazard rates. The survival and hazard curves demonstrate the 

relationship of school management structure on survival among charter schools by 

management structure.  

To further examine the relationship of the three management structures a Cox 

regression was conducted (Table 8). All three management structures were statistically 

significant at [β=1.22, Wald(1) =13.06, & p=<.001] for independent, [β=1.35, 

Wald(1)=8.57 & p=.003] for CMO compared to the EMO management structure [Wald(1 

=13.6, p=.001]. There was a large effect size, OR ranging from 3.38 to 3.84. indicating 

that both independent and COM management structures were more than three times more 

likely to close than their EMO counterparts. Therefore, applying the Kaplan-Meier SA 
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and the Cox regression, we accept Hypothesis H2: Organization structure accounts for a 

significant portion of the unique variance in predicting charter school survival. 

 
Table 8  

Cox Regression Analysis for Variables of Management Structure 

            95.0% CI for 
OR     

Survival 
Predictors B SE Wald 

(1) p OR Lower Upper -2LL χ2(1) 

Independent  1.22 0.34 13.06 p<.001 3.38 1.75 6.54 1019.39 18.58 

CMO 1.35 0.46 8.57 0.003 3.84 1.56 9.47   

EMO - - 13.66 0.001 - - -    

 

Hypothesis H3: School Performance (Grades) 

Research question. Do charter schools with less than satisfactory performance 

outcomes experience higher mortality rates that their surviving competitors? 

Hypothesis H3. School performance (grades) accounts for a significant portion of 

the unique variance in predicting charter school survival.  

The Kaplan-Meier survival function shows how the grading of charter schools is 

related to long term survival (Figure 11). Grades of A (4) and B (3) have a higher 

survival function than comparable grades, and D (1) and F (0) have the lowest survival 

rates. Charters with grades of C, D, or F are particularly at risk after the 2nd, 4th, and 7th 

years of life, while A and B schools have a steady, high survival rate. Schools with A and 

B grades have more than a 93% cumulative survival rate after 11 years compared to 

survival rates at less than 50% for D and F schools.
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Figure 11. Kaplan-Meier survival function based on school grades, A (4) B (3) C (2) D 
(1) and F (0) (N= 224). 
 

A Cox regression was utilized to investigate three variables reporting grades: 

average grades, first school grade, and last school grade. All three variables are 

statistically significant with p=<.001 and a medium effect size ranging from OR=0.54 to 

OR=0.47 (Table 9). This suggests a moderate to strong relationship between school’s 

overall grade and length of survival. Therefore, we accept the Hypothesis H3: Grades 

account for a significant portion of the unique variance in predicting charter school 

survival. 
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Table 9  

Cox Regression Analysis for Variable of Individual Grade 

            95.0% CI for 
OR     

Survival 
Predictors B SE Wald 

(1) p OR Lower Upper -2LL χ2(1) 

Average 
School 
Grade 

-0.76 0.11 49 <.001 0.47 0.38 0.58 474.56 59.01 

First 
School 
Grade 

-0.63 0.11 34.48 <.001 0.53 0.43 0.66 483.86 40.19 

Last 
School 
Grade 

-0.62 0.11 33.54 <.001 0.54 0.44 0.66 462.42 39.37 

 

Hypothesis H4: Size (Enrollment) 

 Research question. Do charter schools experience higher mortality rates based 

on size? 

 Hypothesis H4. Size (measured by enrollment) accounts for a significant portion 

of the unique variance in predicting charter school survival. 

Size variables were measured by enrollment based on average school size, first 

school size, and last school size. The Kaplan-Meier curve displays the survival function 

for each of these variables. Figure 12 displays the survival curve based on average school 

size, Figure 13 displays the survival function by first school size, and Figure 14 displays 

the survival function for last school size. While each chart looks roughly similar, a close 

look reveals that after four years in the study, a charter school has an 85% cumulative 
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chance of survival based on first year size vs. 90%+ survival rate for the other two size 

variables. 

 

     

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 12. Kaplan-Meier survival function, average school size. 

 

 

Figure 13. Kaplan-Meier survival function, first school size. 
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Figure 14. Kaplan-Meier survival function, grade at close. 

 
The Cox regression analysis provided greater detail on the relationship of size 

variables and survival rate. All three size variables statistically predicted survival rates 

(p=<.001) (Table 10). The effect sizes for each for these school size variables appear to 

be very small, but they are based on individual single student enrollment and, therefore, 

as enrollment increases, this effect become a major factor in the school’s survival. 

Therefore, we accept the Hypothesis H4: Size (measured by enrollment) accounts for a 

significant portion of the unique variance in predicting charter school survival. 
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Table 10  

Cox Regression Analysis for Variable of Individual Size (Enrollment) 

            95.0% CI for 
OR     

Survival 
Predictors B SE Wald 

(1) p OR Lower Upper -2LL χ2(1) 

Average 
School 
Size 

-0.01 0 37.59 <.001 0.99 0.99 1 957.23 40.41 

First 
School 
Size 

-0.01 0 16.01 <.001 1 0.99 1 1006.36 18.77 

Last 
School 
Size 

-0.01 0 44.07 <.001 0.99 0.99 1 937.17 45.31 

 

Hypothesis H5: Extra Resources (Grants) 

Research question. Do charter schools that secure additional public funds in the 

form of capital grants experience a higher probability of survival than their counter parts 

that do receive such funds? 

Hypothesis H5. Extra resources (grants) accounts for a significant portion of the 

unique variance in predicting charter school survival. 

The variable to measure extra resources was the number of grants received by 

charter schools over their life span for capital projects, a state funded program. The 

Kaplan-Meier survival curve displays the yearly impact of grants and survival (Figure 

15). At the end of four years into the study period, the survival rate drops by 15%.
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Figure 15. Kaplan-Meier survival function, grants. 

 
The results of the Cox regression show that the grants variable is highly 

statistically significant predictor of charter school survival (p=<.001); however, there is a 

small effect size (OR=.84) (Table 11). This small effect size could be possibly due to the 

fact that schools could only receive one grant per year and therefore the variability in 

number of grants is limited to the number of years in existence.  

 
Table 11  

Cox Regression Analysis for Variable of Extra Resources (Grants) 

            95.0% CI for 
OR     

Survival 
Predictors B SE Wald(1) p OR Lower Upper -2LL χ2(1) 

Grants -0.17 0.02 72.27 <.001 0.84 0.81 0.88 963.6 83.53 
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Hypothesis H6: Density 

 Research question. Is there a liability of density among charter schools at their 

founding? Is the density at closure also related to closure? 

 Hypothesis H6. Density at founding and density at end accounts for a significant 

portion of the unique variance in predicting charter school survival 

The Kaplan-Meier survival curves for density at open and density at close look 

very similar. Both curves display a drop in the survival rate of almost 20% at a four-year 

interval based on density (Figures 16 and 17).  

 

 

Figure 16. Kaplan-Meier survival function, density at open. 

 



 103 

 

Figure 17. Kaplan-Meier survival function, density at end. 

 
Cox regression was used to show a more detailed statistical analysis of the 

relationship between density and survival rate. Density at open was not statistically 

significant (p=.441) and had a small effect size (OR=1.19); however, density at end is 

statistically significant (p=.005) with a large effect size (OR=.001) (Table 12). These 

results indicate that density at end is statistically significant while density at open is not 

statistically significant. The effect was negative, meaning that as density increased, the 

survival rate went up. Therefore, we have a mixed result for Hypothesis H6: Density at 

founding is not a significant predictor of the unique variance of charter school survival; 

however, density at end is significant as a predictor of the unique variance of charter 

school survival. 
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Table 12  

Cox Regression Analysis for Variable of Density 

            95.0% CI for 
OR     

Survival 
Predictors B SE Wald(1) p OR Lower Upper -2LL χ2(1) 

Density 
Open 0.63 0.82 0.59 0.441 1.19 0.38 9.42 1038.22 0.6 

Density 
End -7.47 2.67 7.81 0.005 0.001 0 0.11 963.6 83.53 

 

Combined Predictors of School Survival  

This section investigates the statistical significance of the combined set of 

predictors. Since 24% of the schools did not have grades, this section investigates the 

schools with grades and those without school grades individually.  

Ungraded Schools 

When grouped with other variables in the study (excluding grades), this set of 

predictors statistically predicted survival rates [2-Log Likelihood=865.29, χ2 (9) =172.68, 

p<.001] and accounted for approximately 61% of school survival variability. Of these 

predictors only Time opened prior to 05 (p= .03), last school size (p=.003), and grants 

(p= <.001) accounted for a significant proportion of unique variance in predicting 

survival rate (Table 13).  
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Table 13  

Cox Regression Analysis for Variables of Time, Management Structure, School Size, 
Grants, and Density Predicting Charter School Survival Rate for All Schools  
 

              95.0% CI for 
OR 

Survival 
Predictors B SE Wald df p OR Lower Upper 

Time Opened 
Prior to 2005-
06* 0.12 0.06 4.73 1 0.03 1.13 1.01 1.26 

Private - - 2.03 2 0.363 - - - 

CMO 0.38 0.37 1.07 1 0.301 1.46 0.71 3.00 

EMO 0.71 0.50 2.02 1 0.156 2.02 0.77 5.35 

Average School 
Size 0.00 0.00 0.07 1 0.399 1.00 1.00 1.01 

First School 
Size 0.00 0.00 0.07 1 0.397 1.00 1.00 1.00 

Last School 
Size** -0.01 0.00 7.53 1 0.003 0.99 0.99 1.00 

Grants** -0.19 0.03 54.21 1 <.001 0.83 0.79 0.87 

Density at Open -0.06 0.98 0.00 1 0.478 0.95 0.14 6.50 

Density at Close -3.97 2.53 2.48 1 0.057 0.02 0.00 2.65 

Note. [N=292, 2-Log Likelihood=865.29, χ2(9)=172.68, p<.001, Pseudo R2=.61] 
* = significant at <.05; ** = significant at <.01 

 

Schools with Grades 

When all variables were investigated for the graded schools (N=219), the set of 

predictors was also found to be statistically significant [2-Log Likelihood=380.04, χ2 (12) 

=108.96, p<.001] with approximately 70% of the variance in charter school closure 
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accounted for. The variables that accounted for a significant proportion of unique 

variance in predicting survival rate of graded charter schools were: first grade (p=.001), 

grants (p=<.001), and density at close (p=.048) (Table 14). 

  
Table 14  

Cox Regression Analysis for Variables of Time, Management Structure, Grades, School 
Size, Grants, and Density Predicting Charter School Survival Rate for Graded Schools 
  

              95.0% CI for 
OR 

Survival 
Predictors B SE Wald df p OR Lower Upper 

Time Opened 
Prior to 2005-06 0.05 0.09 0.33 1 .567 1.05 0.89 1.25 

Private - - 1.41 2 .494 - - - 

CMO 0.24 0.49 0.24 1 .626 1.27 0.49 3.29 

EMO 0.76 0.65 1.35 1 .246 2.13 0.59 7.67 

Average Grade 0.35 0.28 1.49 1 .111 1.41 0.81 2.47 

First Grade** -0.61 0.19 10.69 1 .001 0.55 0.38 0.79 

Last Grade -0.15 0.19 0.62 1 .215 0.86 0.60 1.25 

Average School 
Size 0.00 0.01 0.27 1 .301 1.00 0.99 1.01 

First School 
Size 0.00 0.00 0.08 1 .387 1.00 0.99 1.01 

Last School 
Size 0.00 0.00 0.71 1 .200 1.00 0.99 1.00 

Grants** -0.22 0.04 27.48 1 <.001 0.81 0.74 0.87 

Density at Open -0.18 1.11 0.03 1 .437 0.84 0.10 7.34 

Density at Close* -6.65 3.98 2.79 1 .048 0.00 0.00 3.16 

Note. [N=219, 2-Log Likelihood=380.04, χ2 (12) =108.96, p<.001, Pseudo R2=.701] 
* = significant at <.05; ** = significant at <.01 
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Summary 

In summary, all of the individual variables tested in the Kaplan-Meier SA and 

Cox regression - except density at open - were statistically significant in this study: age, 

management structure, grades, size, grants, and density at end (Table 15). When 

combined set of variables were tested together in the Cox regression of graded schools, 

only first grade, grants, and density at end accounted for a significant proportion of 

unique variance. Further, the Cox regression analysis of charter schools without grades 

analysis indicates that time open prior to 2005-2006, last school size, and grants are the 

only variables that account for a significant proportion of unique variance in predicting 

school survival rates. In both of these combined analyses, grants stood out as a 

statistically significant predictor. 

In the next and final chapter, the implications of the study results are discussed in 

relation to public policy and practice. Final conclusions and recommendations are set 

forth with suggestions for future research. 
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Table 15  

Summary of Cox Regression Analysis for Variables of Age, Management Structure, 
School Grades, School Size, Grants, and Density 
 

              95.0% CI for OR     

H 
Survival 
Predictors B SE Wald(1) p OR Lower Upper -2LL χ2(1) 

H1 
Time Opened 
Prior To 05 -0.13 0.05 8.05 0.005 0.88 0.8 0.96 1030.23 8.2 

H2 
Management 
Structure  

         

 

Independent  1.22 0.34 13.06 <.001 3.38 1.75 6.54 1019.39 18.58 

 

CMO 1.35 0.46 8.57 0.003 3.84 1.56 9.47 

  

 

EMO - - 13.66 0.001 - - - 

  
H3 

Average 
School Grade -0.76 0.11 49 <.001 0.47 0.38 0.58 474.56 59.01 

 

First School 
Grade -0.63 0.11 34.48 <.001 0.53 0.43 0.66 483.86 40.19 

 

Last School 
Grade -0.62 0.11 33.54 <.001 0.54 0.44 0.66 462.42 39.37 

H4 
Average 
School Size -0.01 0 37.59 <.001 0.99 0.99 1 957.23 40.41 

 

First Year 
School Size -0.01 0 16.01 <.001 1 0.99 1 1006.36 18.77 

 

Last Year 
School Size -0.01 0 44.07 <.001 0.99 0.99 1 937.17 45.31 

H5 Grants -0.17 0.02 72.27 <.001 0.84 0.81 0.88 963.6 83.53 

H6 Density Open 0.63 0.82 0.59 0.441 1.88 0.38 9.42 1038.22 0.6 

  Density End -7.47 2.67 7.81 0.005 0 0 0.11 963.6 83.53 
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CHAPTER 6. CONCLUSIONS, RECOMMENDATIONS, AND FUTURE STUDY 

We feel that charter schools will very likely remain a long-term fixture on the 

education landscape. …a reform that may be tinkered with but will not disappear 

(Wohlstetter et al., 2013, p. 164). 

 
With a quarter-century of experience, charter schools have evolved as a growing 

and important option for parents in the education marketplace. In the early days of the 

charter school movement, this innovation was fueled by a philosophy of choice and 

competition with the goal of improving public education overall. Previously a monopoly, 

public education was challenged, and while the threat may not have been a serious one in 

the early 90s, this alternative to public schools has become a fixture in the educational 

arena. In that spirit, it seems imperative that this population be assessed - as all schools 

are assessed - with an eye toward strengthening the sector as a whole. 

One of the drivers of this study was to focus on areas of charter school 

development that have not been studied as extensively as researching the educational 

outcomes of the population. The outcomes of the research have yielded mixed and 

confusing results. While there are pockets of charter schools success, many studies have 

concluded that the results have not outperformed their traditional public school (TPS) 

counterparts. But as consumers, parents have demonstrated their support of charter 

schools as enrollment has climbed 7% nationally and 9% in Florida (NAPCS, 2015). At 

the same time that charters and their enrollment of students continues to grow, the 
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number of charters that fail has also grown. For example, in Florida, while enrollment 

grew by 8% in 2016-17, the net gain of charter schools in Florida was only one due to the 

high number of closures: 26 new schools and 25 closures. It is this paradox - growth 

coupled with failure - that led to the research questions posed from the beginning: Why 

are charter schools failing and what are the significant predictors of failure? 

In this final chapter, conclusions are drawn based on the statistical analyses 

conducted of charter school survival and closure in Florida from 2006-2016. The 

implications for public policy and practice are then described with recommendations for 

both policy, practice, and future research. 

Conclusions 

The Management Structure of Charter Schools 

Management structure is an important variable in the survival of charter schools 

and EMOs are emerging as the stronger competitor in the charter school arena in Florida. 

A key research question in this study was the role of management structure in the success 

and failure of charter schools. Three structures practicing in Florida were described and 

delineated: independent, non-profit CMOs, and for-profit EMOs. A majority of charter 

schools are independent entities; however, the descriptive data revealed that the 

independents have a higher failure rate than their proportion of the population. CMO 

managed charters are a small proportion of the charter schools and their survival rate is 

also lower compared with their EMO competitors. EMOs are growing in Florida as 

charter management operators, and this research shows that this sector of the charter 

school population has a higher survival rate, achieves higher schools grades, attracts 
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larger enrollments, and secures a higher number of grants that the other two groups. In 

sum, EMOs are the success story of charter school survival in Florida. 

The implications of this conclusion are controversial. Florida law specifies that 

charter schools be legal nonprofit organizations. But EMOs get around this requirement 

by creating a “contracting” relationship with nonprofit charters. In essence, they are 

“hybrid” nonprofits that are technically nonprofit, but benefit their for-profit affiliate 

organization, similar to private franchising operations. Although many charter school 

advocates call for a completely open market for charter schools - both nonprofit and for-

profit - a majority of states restrict charters legally to nonprofit structure (NAPCS, 2017). 

Philosophically, there is some resistance to the notion that for-profit operators profit 

using taxpayer dollars to educate children. But EMOs are demonstrating that they can 

offer a competitive service with long-term survival probability. 

Age, Size, and Density at Close 

Age, size, and density at close are also important predictors of charter school 

survival in Florida. As predicted by theorists of population ecology, variables of age, 

size, and density are important predictors of charter school survival. 

For population ecologists, age is an important factor in the survival of 

populations. Specifically, there is a liability of newness among populations (Hannan & 

Freeman, 1988). In their studies, the authors found that organizations are most vulnerable 

in their founding years: a liability of newness is relevant to charter schools, which are 

vulnerable during the earliest years of their existence, particularly those managed by 

independents or CMOs. The variable of years open prior to 2005 was a significant 

variable in predicting survival and the Kaplan Meier curves depicted in Chapter V show 
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the relationship of age and survival. Charter schools in this study were particularly 

vulnerable during the first four years of the study. 

Population ecology theory posits that larger organizations are better equipped to 

face challenges in their environment compared with smaller organizations (Hannan & 

Freeman, 1977; Singh & Lumsden, 1990). For charter schools, the size of school is 

evaluated by its enrollment. A review of the literature on school size reveals that while 

there is no specific guideline for determining “small” vs. “large” and that these metrics 

will differ by state and local district, charter schools tend to be smaller than their public 

school counterparts (Center for Education Reform, 2014). In the descriptive data, we note 

that average school size of <100 was prevalent among the ungraded schools and the 

closed schools, while the largest size schools were prevalent among the EMO managed 

schools and the censored (open) schools. While finances of charters were not included in 

this study, they are related to size in the charter school population. Charter schools 

receive state reimbursement based on enrollment; thus, enrollment is also a good proxy 

for finances among charter schools. The more students enrolled, the greater the state 

reimbursement, which may yield economies of scale for organizations like the CMOs and 

EMOs. The smaller, independent-managed charters are most at-risk. 

The variable density at close is an interesting finding. In the hypothesis, it was 

predicted that density would be significant; however, not in the direction of the result. 

Population ecology theory posits that as density increases, founding rates will drop and 

mortality rates will rise (Hannan & Freeman, 1988). However, increased density in the 

charter school market is positively associated with survival. This may confirm what some 
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scholars refer to as the growing legitimacy of a new population; as density increases, 

there is greater acceptance of the new service/product. 

  Hannan (1986) argued that population density captures competitive forces and 

legitimacy. For example, as charter schools first developed, they experienced low density 

because of lack of competition but they also faced skepticism from the public. As time 

passed and the number of charters increased, they gained legitimacy in the marketplace 

and the number of students attending charters grew. Thus, increasing density is not so 

much a competitive threat as it also legitimizes the presence of charters in the education 

marketplace. Another reason that density may not be a large threat to charter schools is 

that charters compete for students from not only TPS and other charters but also from the 

private sector schools. There is some evidence that charters may be attracting students 

away from the private school market. While charter school enrollment has continued to 

grow, NCES (2017) reported that the percentage of K-12 students enrolled in private 

schools decreased by 2% 1995-96 to 2013-14, and is projected to continue to decrease to 

another one percent by 2025-26. 

Grants in the Form of Capital Funding 

Grants for charter schools were consistently the most highly significant variable 

in predicting charter school survival. To test the application of resource dependency 

theory, a variable was developed to measure the success of charters in securing outside 

resources via grants. The variable grants was measured by the number of capital grants 

received by all charter schools during the study period. Charter schools are eligible to 

apply for capital grants after they have been in existence for three years (recently reduced 

to two years) and are judged to be in in “good standing.” The grants measure proved to be 
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a strong measure for predicting survival. It consistently demonstrated the strongest 

significance in all of the analyses: as an individual variable and when grouped with other 

variables.  

In the descriptive data, a higher number of capital grants was secured by the 

graded schools, the EMO managed schools, and the censored (open) schools. In fact, the 

open schools received twice the average number of grants compared with closed schools, 

which may be partially a product of their longevity compared with closed schools. In 

many ways grants, while used here as a measure of charter secured additional resources, 

may be a good indicator, overall, of charter school resilience based on longevity, 

management structure, higher grades, and larger size. 

Florida’s charter school population is greatly supported by the availability of 

capital grant funding as not all states offer such funding to charters. Only 11 out of 43 

states and the District of Columbia that have laws governing charters offer a dedicated 

fund for supporting charter schools capital needs, according to the National Conference 

of State Legislatures (Cunningham, 2011). While the amount available yearly varies, the 

facilities fund in Florida has been growing and for 2016 reached $75 million in available 

dollars. Unfortunately, for many charter schools, the availability of capital funds may be 

too late for them. To qualify for capital funding a charter must be in existence for at least 

three years (only recently changed to two years in 2016). When charters are most 

vulnerable - in their early start-up years - these funds are not available. By the time the 

funds are available, the charter may not meet the other requirements of the grant, which 

include having a clean audit report and “have satisfactory student achievement based on 

state accountability standards applicable to the charter school” (FLDOE, n.d.a). At the 
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three-year mark, charters may already be failing to the extent that they cannot qualify for 

the grants, thereby exacerbating their financial and performance issues. 

School Grades and Charter Schools 

Based on this research, almost 25% of the charter schools under study were not 

graded by the state. A lack of school grades among so many charters hinders the ability 

for researchers to compare performance and for parents to make informed decisions about 

school selection. Because Florida’s school grading system relies heavily on testing and 

many schools do not have enough enrollment or students who qualify to take the tests 

available or are deemed exempt from testing, many schools are disadvantaged by not 

having a grade like their competitors. A school grade of “A” or “B” can be a strong 

marketing tool for a charter school, as well as a point of pride. Florida’s school grading 

system is widely transparent and any parent can look up the grades of a particular school, 

both TPS and charters. Now in place since the Jeb Bush administration (1999-2007), the 

public has become familiar with this grading system, and there is an expectation that all 

schools are graded, when, in fact, they are not. 

Charter Schools and Closures 

Florida’s high charter school closure rate is costly to students, families, the public 

education system, and the public-at-large. While some charter school advocates maintain 

that school closures are an indication that the system is working, the other side to school 

closure is disruption to students, their families, and the community. When a school closes 

- and in this study 10% of closures were in mid-year - parents must find alternative 

placements for their children. Children who transfer to a new school often experience 

difficulty acclimating to a new environment, new teachers, and new curriculum (de la 
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Torre & Gwynne, 2009). Public schools have no choice but to enroll displaced charter 

students and teachers face new challenges of integrating the students to the classroom. 

While this researcher could not locate any studies that document the public cost of school 

closures, in this study, the 94 charters that closed received an average of six capital 

funding grants over the course of their life and it is unknown if the state recaptured any of 

these monies. According to an article in the Miami Herald published on December 13, 

2015, charter schools that closed (through 2014-15) received about $70 million in capital 

funding from the state but the state reported only recouping $133,000 from closed 

schools in the last three years (Fineot, Spencer & Viega, 2015). While charter schools are 

required to return any items purchased with capital funds, tracking and recouping such 

items is challenging. Because capital funds can be used to rent property, funds expended 

for rental are typically through a private property owner and are not recoverable. 

Florida holds the distinction of having the highest number of charter schools 

closures (2015-2016) nationally. Closures are costly and disruptive to families and the 

community. It would be in the best interest for public policymakers and implementers to 

mitigate the high rate of closures in Florida through strategies that better screen 

applicants and their plans, and address issues of financial inequities between charters and 

TPS. According to a report by Florida Tax Watch (2012), Florida’s charters, on average, 

receive about 70% of the funding received by TPS. Legislation enacted in the most recent 

session of Florida’s legislature (and finally signed by Governor Scott in the face of 

massive protests by school districts) may rectify this inequity to some extent by forcing 

school districts to share their locally raised capital funds with charter schools. Other 

states have initiated loan funds for charter start-ups and this is a program strategy that 
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could be explored by the state of Florida. For example, California offers a Charter School 

Revolving Loan Program, providing below-market loans for new charter schools and 

allowing up to five years for repayment (NAPCS, n.d.b). 

Implications for Public Policy and Practice 

Management Structure and Charters 

While there is resistance to the notion that private for-profit operators might 

benefit from public education dollars, the reality is that for-profits are playing a growing 

role in the management of charters in Florida and they are succeeding. The issue of 

greater commercialization of charter schools by for-profit EMOs recently become part of 

the political dialogue in the 2017 session of the Florida Legislative Session when 

legislation was introduced to make over $200 million in state funding available to “high 

performing charter schools” who could locate near underperforming TPS, the so-called 

“Schools of Hope” bill (H.B. 5105). The bill, as approved at the end of the legislative 

session, will benefit high performing charters and FLDOE would determine eligibility. 

As of this writing, the legislation was approved by the state legislature as part of the final 

budget bill (H.B. 7069) and finally secured the governor’s signature. At least one school 

district (Broward) has declared its intention to file a lawsuit challenging the legislation. 

In the course of this study, collecting data on charter school management 

structures was challenging. The state was able to provide one report that indicated 

designation, but it was incomplete and information on charter management structures 

prior to 2005 was sparse. NAPCS began reporting data on management structure of 

charters in each state but this database was only started in 2005. 
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It would be in the best interest of the state and its charter management office to 

better track the management structures of charter schools. One challenge is that when a 

charter begins, it may be independent initially, but, over time, may affiliate with a CMO 

or EMO. While the state requires that charters complete a report yearly, the reports are 

often not submitted and information requested in the report regarding affiliations with 

CMOs or EMOs is limited. Another challenge is determining the control of the for-profit 

over the nonprofit entity. In an article in the Miami Herald in 2011, their investigative 

report, “Florida charter schools: big money, little oversight,” published on September 11, 

found two charter schools (Life Skills) that paid 97% of its revenue to a for-profit 

operator (White Hat Management), raising the question of control and influence over a 

charter school by a for-profit entity (Hiaasen & McGrory, 2011). However, without 

drilling into the details of each charter’s contractual arrangements, it is difficult to assess 

to what extent the for-profit EMOs are the actual operators of the school directing hiring 

and curriculum, or whether they serve in roles that are less operational and more 

consultative or simply providers of “back office” (overhead) type services. 

 Recommendation. The state should collect more comprehensive data on the 

charter school management organizations (CMOs or EMOs) that are affiliated with 

charter schools, and should report the percentage of revenue paid to those entities so that 

the degree of management control over the schools by for-profit EMOs can be assessed. 

Charter School Closures 

Florida had the highest closure of charter schools nationally in 2015-16 (NAPCS, 

2015). While one school of thought argues that closing charter schools means that the 

system is working, a high rate of closures is costly to students, their families, and the 
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public. In the data collected for this project, closed charters not only received public 

subsidies for enrollment, but also received capital funding grants for capital expenditures. 

When charters close, those capital expenditures made may be lost.  

The state and its charter system should insure that only qualified applicants with a 

solid business plan and adequate start-up resources enter the charter school market. Over 

the years, the state has tightened many of the requirements for charters to secure 

approval. However, it would be in the best interest of the state to continue to explore 

other options to tighten entry requirements. 

One proposal that has been discussed is to require that new charters post a “surety 

bond.” Another approach has been to make state planning grants available to charter 

organizations that want to enter the marketplace. From the research, it is clear that 

charters are vulnerable in the first four years of operation and the availability of capital 

grants has been too late for some. As nonprofits, charters do not have access to start-up 

funding that a private-for-profit organization can secure. 

One idea that has gained traction, especially in the United Kingdom, is the idea of 

“social impact bonds.” Social impact bonds make loans available to nonprofits with an 

expected return on investment. Social impact bonds are now being tried in New York 

State and their potential should be explored for Florida and for the charter school 

population specifically.  

The two most promising approaches for reducing charter school failure are (1) to 

more thoroughly screen operators and require solid business plans with verifiable market 

studies that back up enrollment projections, and (2) for the state to make more funds 

available (either as loans or grants) to charter operators during their start-up years. While 
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not within the scope of this study, charters as nonprofit corporations have the legal status 

to successfully raise private donations in support of their schools. However, it is 

unknown if charters are actively or successfully raising private funding that might better 

position them for survival. 

 Recommendation. The state should continue to explore options to assist charter 

schools financially in their start-up years in the form of grants and/or loans. The state 

should also continue to tighten its charter application review processes by requiring 3-5 

year business plans and verifiable market data that supports adequate enrollment. 

Charters, like any small business, require mentoring and technical assistance and while 

both the state Office of School Choice and the district charter management offices strive 

to support charters, there is an underlying tension at the district level as charters are direct 

competitors with the TPS. In other states, the chartering process is more centralized; in 

Florida, the education system is a highly decentralized system with school districts (and 

in a few cases, universities) as the charter authorizers. 

Charter School Grading 

As discussed previously, many of Florida’s charter schools are not graded. There 

are valid reasons for this; testing is a key component of Florida’s accountability system 

and some schools lack sufficient enrollment or are designated as “alternative schools” 

and not subject to testing. However, the public has become adjusted to the grading system 

that rates schools yearly A through D or F. Florida needs to develop a system for grading 

ungraded charter schools that be easily evaluated by parents and also be part of the 

system that “weeds out” failing charter schools based on the provision of the charter law 
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that calls for automatic termination of a charter that received two consecutive “F” grades 

in a row. 

 Recommendation. Florida should develop a charter school rating system for 

schools that are exempt from school testing. The system should be comparable to the 

current grading system and be user friendly for parents to evaluate the performance of 

competing charter schools and assist researchers in evaluating the performance of 

charters compared to TPS and their peers. 

Limitations and Recommendations for Future Research 

Limitations of the Study 

 In the course of this study, there were several limitations that should be noted. 

First, this study was for the state of Florida only and the researcher was dependent upon 

the statistical data made available through FLDOE. While the department was 

cooperative, the data were often incomplete or not available for the years requested. The 

lack of school grades among 24% of the charters studied was a limitation. Ideally, all 

charter schools would have an annual school grade awarded yearly for the benefit of all 

who seek to assess charter school performance compared with TPS. 

Each state has its own state law that governs charter schools and while there are 

many commonalities, there are also key differences. Florida is rated very highly by the 

National Association of Public Charter Schools (NAPCS) as being “charter friendly.” 

While not within the scope of this study, Florida’s relatively open charter law may or 

may not be an incentive for many under-qualified and under-funded applicants to try to 

secure charter approval in the state, resulting in our high closure rate.  
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This study was limited to charter schools in operation for the years 2005-06 

through 2015-16 and therefore did not include approximately 70 charters that closed prior 

to that period. The study period was limited because data on charter management 

organizations was limited prior to that period. The study was also limited to six sets of 

variables that were informed by population ecology and resource dependency theories. 

There are many other variables that might be considered in an analysis like this. For 

example, the education and years of experience of the principals/directors of the charters 

might be related to closure. Staff turnover could be another factor. The field of education 

is a data rich area for study; the challenge is to narrow the focus of key variables that the 

researcher can reasonably access and cite theoretical reasons for their inclusion. 

 Finally, data about charter schools is spread among different offices within the 

Florida Department of Education and outside the department, reflecting a highly 

decentralized charter school system. For example, audit reports for charters are accessed 

at the state Department of Finance. Each office and department has different rules and 

procedures for what is accessible online and what is not. Other key data about charters is 

housed in the school districts that serve as charter authorizers. (In Florida, 46 schools 

districts oversee charters). For example, an interesting data point would be to see what 

the projected enrollment was for charters (available in charter applications housed in 

schools district offices) that failed vs. their actual enrollment. However, to collect this 

data was not deemed feasible within the scope of this study.  

Recommendations for Future Research 

While charter schools have been studied extensively since their founding in the 

1990s, a majority of the studies have focused on school performance. Only recently have 
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studies started to look at the failure rate of charters and the predictors of charter survival. 

The studies for New Jersey (Schwenkenberg, & Vanderhoff, 2015), Texas (Marchand, 

2015), and North Carolina (Paino et al., 2015) that were previously discussed, have only 

appeared in the past three years. While each study used SA techniques, the research 

questions were slightly different in each study and the variables tested also differed. No 

other studies examined the relationship of charter management structures to closure. One 

common finding among three of four of the studies (including this one) is that school 

performance is an important predictor of charter school survival. 

To date, no national study of charter school closures has been undertaken except 

for a mostly qualitative report issued by the NAPCS (Conseletti, 2011). A challenge with 

this report is the classification of “reasons for closure,” which groups closures into five 

categories that are based on self-reported information and not supported with data. The 

study of charter school closures has also not addressed the issue of cost. What is the 

direct cost of a charter closure financially to the state? What are the indirect costs of 

closures, including disruptions to children, families, and the community? 

To further study the effect of management structure and charter schools, there 

needs to be common agreement among researchers defining what constitutes 

independent, CMO, and EMO charter structures. Some studies have grouped charters into 

“market vs. non market” categories of charters (See Feiock, 2015), but this researcher 

would argue that all charter schools are market oriented as they all compete not only with 

each other, but with other TPS and private schools for enrollment. Even the distinction of 

CMOs and EMOS, while different in their for-profit or nonprofit status, masks what role 

they play in the actual operation of charters. How independent are the nonprofit schools 
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(who hold the technical nonprofit status) in relation to their for-profit umbrella 

organizations? There is a big difference between schools like the ones cited in The Miami 

Herald (Hiaasen & McGrory, 2011) that spent 97% of its funding with its for-profit 

affiliate organization compared to a nonprofit that contracts for relatively small 

“overhead” functions through a for-profit. Collecting information on the percentage of 

funds expended by nonprofits with for-profit management companies (EMOs) would 

help determine the level of influence that for- profits exert over the charter marketplace. 

Density was measured in this study based on the number of charters as a 

percentage of total schools (public and private) in each district. A closer examination of 

the role of density in school closures could examine charter enrollment as a percentage of 

available children from the age group served as well as more localized competitive data 

regarding charter school locations in relation to other private and public schools serving 

the same age population. 

In sum, more research on charter school closures is needed at the national and 

state levels, with common definitions of management organizations and, to the degree 

possible, using common variables to test significance. In Florida, further study on charter 

school closures could examine the role of the boards of directors, the relationship 

between charter school expenditures and closures, and the extent to which charter schools 

secure private donations to augment their state allocations. In the field of nonprofit 

studies, best practices suggest that successful nonprofits have diversified funding sources 

and are not reliant on government for a majority of their funding (Worth, 2017). Is this 

nonprofit funding model realistic for charter schools? To increase survival rates, more 

study is needed on the impact of start-up grants, planning grants, and other innovative 
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funding streams (like social impact bonds) that might help shore up charters in the 

vulnerable first years of operation. In business start-ups, business incubators are another 

strategy used to help small businesses succeed in their start-up phase; young charters 

require the same kind of nurturing to succeed.  

Summary 

In this chapter, the results of the study of Florida charter school closures were 

assessed to offer conclusions and recommendations for future public policy 

consideration. Further, limitations of the study were identified, with recommendations for 

future research on charter school closures.  

Florida is distinguished in having an exemplary charter school law but, at the 

same time, has the dubious distinction of currently experiencing the largest number of 

charter school closures nationally. While some may argue that closing failing schools is a 

“good thing,” we do not apply the same yardstick to all public schools. When traditional 

public schools are failing, they seldom close. Districts initiate a number of “turnaround” 

strategies like replacing the school principal, restructuring the school into a magnet 

school, or other reform tactics. When a school closes, we all lose -- the children who are 

displaced, the schools that must abruptly accept them even mid-year, and the parents 

frantic about their child’s future. Taxpayers pay a price too in the public monies that have 

been invested in closed schools and the capital expenditures that are seldom recouped.  

The goal of the elected and appointed officials in Florida should be to mitigate the 

high number of closures and improve the overall performance - and survival rate - of all 

charters. Assuming that the charter school movement is likely to be part of the education 
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landscape for years to come, we must strive to continuously “tinker” with the system in 

furtherance of providing quality public education for all children in Florida.  
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