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Success at Scale in Charter Schooling

By Steven E. Wilson

KIPP KEY Academy in Washington, D.C. North Star Academy in Newark. Roxbury Prep in Boston.
Amistad Academy in New Haven. These, and perhaps two hundred other high-performing schools nation-
wide, are the bright lights of the charter school movement. Despite social and economic disadvantages, their
students not only trounce their district peers on state tests but also top statewide averages and, in some cases,
surpass students from surrounding affluent suburban districts. Among these “gap-closing” schools, one broad
approach, frequently called “no excuses” schooling, appears to dominate. The Knowledge Is Power Program
(KIPP) network of schools is the exemplar, but this approach is proliferating in other networks, including
Achievement First and Uncommon Schools, and in stand-alone schools, many of which aspire to replicate
themselves in coming years. But to narrow America’s shameful achievement gaps, we would need thousands
more such schools. Is the “no excuses” approach sustainable, and can it be widely reproduced?

To explore this question, I turned to a locale well
known for its concentration of strong charter
schools: Boston. Of seventeen charters in the city,
seven are posting striking results on the state’s
highly regarded MCAS test, with 75 percent or
more of students in their final year at the schools
proficient in math and English language arts
(averaged across the two subjects).! All seven dra-
matically outperformed the Boston Public Schools
in English and math, where proficiency levels
range from 33 percent to 50 percent, depending
on the grade and subject. In the three highest exit
grades—seven, eight, and ten—all seven schools
also outperformed the statewide average (students
of all incomes) in all three tested subjects of Eng-
lish, math, and science, except for tenth-grade
English language arts and eighth-grade science.
Further, four of the schools outperformed students
in the neighboring affluent Brookline Public
Schools, where only 12 percent of students are
from low-income families.2 Recent longitudinal
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research on Boston’s charter schools found that
their effectiveness could not be attributed to a
selection effect; students who failed to win admis-
sion to the new schools in the lottery performed
only slightly above the Boston Public School
average during the four years studied.?

All but one of the seven high-performing
schools hew to something like the “no excuses”
model: driven and highly educated teachers lead
their students in a rigorous academic program,
tightly aligned with state standards, that aims to set
every child on the path to college. The approach
has been dubbed “no excuses” schooling because
teachers adopt high expectations for their pupils
and stoutly reject explanations for low achieve-
ment from any quarter, whether from a child for
failing to complete an assignment or from a district
apologist’s appeal to demographic destiny.*

The one exception to the “no excuses” model is
the MATCH Charter Public High School, whose
program shares many of the “no excuses” charac-
teristics, including support for standards, frequent
testing, a much longer school day (from 8:30 a.m.
to 5:00 p.m.), extremely selective teacher hiring,
and a rigorous “no shortcuts” work ethic. But the
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school also emphasizes small class sizes (the average is nine-
teen students) and a unique, daily, one-on-one tutoring
component provided by recent graduates of top universities.

I examined whether the successful charter schools in
Boston rely on privileged inputs of students or of finan-
cial or human capital. There is no evidence that the
schools enroll a population demographically different
from that of the Boston Public Schools (although they
may benefit from more motivated families). Together,
the seven schools educate about 2,150 students, just
4 percent of the 57,300 students in the Boston Public
Schools. The average percentage of low-income students
is 67 percent, compared to 71 percent in the Boston
Public Schools. Seventy-eight percent of the charter
schools’ students are African American or Hispanic,
compared to 76 percent in the district as a whole.>

The schools (with one exception) operate at lower
cost than the district average (when occupancy costs are
considered). With the exception of MATCH, these sub-
ject schools do not benefit from extra financial resources.
Total per-student expenditures in these schools, calculated
by dividing total expenses by enrollment, are similar to
that of the Boston Public Schools. But this significantly
understates the actual financial disadvantage for charter
schools relative to district schools. Charter schools must
pay for their facility costs out of their operating funds,
while district schools occupy school buildings paid for by
separate appropriations for which charter schools are not
eligible. For charter schools nationally, this occupancy
cost averages 12 percent of total spending.

Human Capital

Do the “no excuses” schools depend on rare human capi-
tal? If so, what does that mean for bringing the model to
scale? To explore the question, I examined the educa-
tional background of the faculty of the subject schools. At
six of the schools (data were not available for Academy of
the Pacific Rim), I was able to identify the undergraduate
college or university attended by teachers. Barron’s Profiles
of American Colleges 2007 categorizes higher education
institutions by their enrollment selectivity, with seven cat-
egories: most competitive, highly competitive, very com-
petitive, competitive, less competitive, noncompetitive,
and special.” To classify each institution, Barron’s factors
in median entrance examination scores for the freshman
class on the SAT and the ACT, the percentage of fresh-
men scoring above a certain threshold on the tests, the
percentage of freshmen graduating from the upper ranks

of their high school classes, the minimum class rank and
grade point average required for admission (if any), and
the percentage of applicants accepted.

The highest Barron’s category, “most competitive,”
includes the eight Ivy League schools; elite liberal arts
colleges like Amherst College; and top state universities
including the University of California, Los Angeles; the
University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill; and the
University of Virginia. The “highly competitive” category
includes such institutions as Babson College, Bryn Mawr
College, and Ohio State University. I found that more
than half of the six schools’ staff members had attended
elite undergraduate institutions (Barron’s “most competi-
tive” rank), and fully 83 percent had attended at least a
“very competitive” college (Barron’s third-highest rank).

The educational background of staff in these schools
is markedly different from that of public school teachers
as a whole. One 2002 study found that 25 percent of
New York City teachers who taught in urban schools had
received their bachelor’s degrees from Barron’s “least com-
petitive” institutions, compared to 2.5 percent of teachers
in the subject schools here.8 Another study conducted
in 2007 found that 19 percent of public school teachers
attended a selective institution (“very competitive” or
better) versus 83 percent of the subject schools’ teachers.”?

It is possible that the characteristics of the Boston
schools are not representative of “no excuses” schools as
a whole, but this appears unlikely. | examined the educa-
tional background of the academic staff of eight “no
excuses” charter schools outside of Boston for which
data were available.!0 As with the Boston-based subject
schools, faculty members were most likely (37 percent)
to have attended institutions in Barron’s “most competi-
tive” category; 56 percent had attended “highly competi-
tive” schools or better, and 77 percent attended “very
competitive” schools or better.

The Scarcity of “No Excuses” Talent

Boston’s “no excuses” schools draw their teachers from a
labor pool with not only fundamentally different aca-
demic preparation for the classroom but also attitudes,
expectations, and work habits different from (if not
opposing) those of the traditional teacher labor pool.
The qualities that “no excuses” schools seek in teacher
candidates mirror these differences. For example, Achieve-
ment First places a candidate’s attendance at a “top-notch
university” at the top of its list of twenty-three attributes
in its summary of teacher quality.!! Second is a “high
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grade point average” and “legitimate major.” Achieve-
ment First prefers two to five years of teaching experi-
ence, and candidates are sought who have a “history of
getting high student achievement, tight discipline and
culture”; believe that “measurable student achievement is
the number one goal”; and “[like] standards, statewide
testing, and accountability.” Student achievement is a
part of a teacher’s evaluation.

This stands in stark contrast to urban school districts.
In 2008, then-president of New York City’s United Fed-
eration of Teachers Randi Weingarten supported legisla-
tion passed by the New York State Assembly that would
prohibit school districts from considering the test per-
formance of a teacher’s students when evaluating
whether or not to grant tenure.1?

The number of candidates possessing the educational
credentials and commitment required by “no excuses”
schools is obviously few. To gauge just how few, consider
only the educational credential. In 2006, approximately
1.5 million students graduated from four-year colleges.!3
Of these, 9.5 percent, or about 142,000, attended a
“highly competitive” to “most competitive” institution.
This represents less than one-third of the almost 450,000
teachers employed by just the member districts of the
Council of the Great City Schools (CGCS).14 This dis-
parity suggests a severe human capital constraint in
bringing the “no excuses” model to scale.

In Boston, this scaling constraint is already being felt
by the subject schools. Even though the metropolitan
area boasts the world’s greatest concentration of colleges
and universities, including several of the most selective,
the city’s “no excuses” schools battle for scarce talent.
Yutaka Tamura, executive director of Excel Academy,
reports that competition over human capital is his great-
est concern in contemplating expansion of his program’s
current 178 students. Excel’s candidate teachers are all
being recruited by Boston’s other star charter schools—
and are often lost to them, he said.15

The First Solution: Expand the Teacher Pool

One potential solution to this constraint is to expand
dramatically the pool of teachers who come from top-
tier colleges and universities. Imagine that one in ten
graduates of top colleges entered teaching on a short-
term basis and served for two years, akin to the Peace
Corps, before entering the more lucrative professions for
which they are typically destined. Imagine further that
this human capital were directed exclusively to the most

underserved population—students in the largest urban
districts. CGCS represents the sixty-six largest districts—
enrolling some 7.2 million students—which employ
almost 450,000 teachers. At any given time, 28,000 corps
members would be teaching. Therefore, even with such an
initiative, only about 6 percent of the CGCS students
would be taught by such a teacher. Even if one-half of all
such graduates were to dedicate two years to teaching in
CGCS schools—a wholesale change in the early careers
of America’s educated elite—only one-third of urban stu-
dents would benefit at any time from such a teacher.

The availability of teacher candidates who
have attended the most selective colleges and
universities and who are prepared to work
extraordinarily long hours to ensure their

students’ success is sharply limited.

Dramatic expansion of the pool is not inconceivable.
Teach For America (TFA), which recruits college seniors
to commit to two years of teaching in the nation’s needi-
est school districts, is one of the most popular destinations
for students graduating from top colleges and universities.
The reach of the program has grown substantially since its
inception, from 500 corps members in 1990 to more than
5,000 current corps members and 12,000 alumni today.
Wendy Kopp, the program’s founder and president, has set
a goal of 7,500 corps members by 2010.

Recasting teacher preparation could also increase the
number of candidates with the qualities that charter
management organizations look for in their teachers.
Norman Atkins, chief executive officer of Uncommon
Schools, cites “people and the challenges of human capi-
tal” as his organization’s “single largest challenge.” Rec-
ognizing this need to reinvent teacher education,
Achievement First, KIPP, and Uncommon Schools have
joined Hunter College’s School of Education to create a
new two-year training program, provisionally called the
Teacher YOU Training Institute, which allows new
teachers to receive a master’s degree and alternative cer-
tification in New York. Hunter College’s dean, David M.
Steiner, is a blunt critic of education schools. While an
education professor at Boston University, he conducted a
study of sixteen education schools and described the
coursework required for teacher candidates as largely
“intellectually barren” and of little use in the classroom.
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By 2011, the Teacher YOU Training Institute aims to
admit five hundred students a year.16 Its founders pre-
dict that half a million children could be affected by
the institute within the next ten years. Even if pro-
grams like Teacher YOU were to proliferate, and TFA
were to realize its growth objectives, these initiatives
alone would fall well short of the needs of the “no
excuses” model at scale.

The Second Solution: Make the Job
Manageable

A second approach would be to accept that the labor pool
on which “no excuses” schools rely is too small to meet
the needs of all the nation’s urban schools. The availabil-
ity of teacher candidates who have attended the most
selective colleges and universities and who are prepared to
work extraordinarily long hours to ensure their students’
success is sharply limited. Even if more such graduates
could be drawn into teaching, only a portion would stay
beyond two years. The long hours they are expected to
work become unsustainable once these teachers (mostly
young women) marry and take on family responsibilities.
Anecdotal evidence indicates that “burnout” and
resulting staff turnover in many “no excuses” schools are
high. These limits impose a challenge to scaling the “no
excuses” model (and perhaps even to sustaining the
results of existing schools). Could the engine of “no
excuses” schooling be modified so that it could be
fueled by more broadly available human capital?

Imagine the broad swath of career educators who,
though they may not have attended elite colleges and
universities, are nonetheless committed to rigorous aca-
demic standards, the continuous improvement of their
craft, and a path to college for every child. Could they
be equipped with a powerful set of tools that would per-
mit them to produce gap-closing results and to enjoy a
sustainable work schedule and pay scale that would per-
mit them to remain teaching and raise a family?

Consider the job of the “no excuses” teachers. KIPP
Bronx was one of the first to establish the expectation
that teachers work very long days. Teachers arrived before
classes began at 7:30 a.m. and stayed until the students’
day ended at 5:00 p.m. and then were expected to be on
call by pager or cell phone as their students tackled two
hours of homework. These schools often expect teachers
to devise curricular and pedagogical systems largely for
themselves: in the most extreme cases, starting from the
year-end state learning standards, they backward-plan by

breaking down long-term goals into bundles of objectives
and mapping these across the years, select from the
materials available or develop their own, create or obtain
diagnostics and periodic assessments, create pacing charts,
and devise lesson plans that align with objectives. Granted,
many teachers from top universities find such an assign-
ment intellectually engaging. Many TFA teachers found
it unavoidable given the curricular dysfunction of their
school district placements. And the creation of intellec-
tual property undoubtedly fosters a sense of ownership—
especially for teachers of an intellectual bent. But is it
necessary, and is it the most efficient way to organize
schooling?

“No excuses” schools must rely on nearly
heroic efforts by teachers because they
inherit students who have been promoted
from grade to grade without mastering

essential skills at each grade level.

“No excuses” schools must rely on nearly heroic
efforts by teachers because they inherit students who
have been promoted from grade to grade without master-
ing essential skills at each grade level. Each child pre-
sents his or her teacher with accumulated knowledge
gaps that impede the acquisition of further knowledge
and fuel a growing disaffection with schooling. Identify-
ing and then filling these gaps across a class of twenty-
five or more students, rebuilding their motivation to
learn, and freeing them of destructive habits while also
ensuring the mastery of new, grade-level material (which
relies on mastery of prerequisite material) is indeed an
extraordinary undertaking. It requires the teacher to pos-
sess unusual analytic skill, agility in shaping the curricu-
lum, personal drive, capacity to engage students, and,
not least, time. If teachers neither had to remedy years of
prior failed schooling nor forge their own tools, then the
job would be far more manageable.

Fortunately, the formation of learning gaps is largely
avoidable if schools are willing to organize themselves
for efficient learning. District schools typically assemble
an array of instructional and assessment materials, each
purchased from commercial purveyors or developed piece-
meal by their own staff. Putting aside the poor quality
of many of these materials, the loose couplings between
components of various programs hobble learning through
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gaps in content, sequencing errors, pedagogical differ-
ences, and idiomatic inconsistencies. Exacerbating these
defects are placement decisions that enroll children in
classes by age rather than prerequisite knowledge, not
teaching content to mastery, poor pacing of instruction,
subjective grading, poorly structured lessons, and lax
behavioral expectations.

One hundred percent of tenth-grade SABIS
Springfield students who had been in the
school for at least two years passed the English
language arts portion of the state test, and

97 percent passed the math portion.

Efforts to equip schools with comprehensive solutions
to these problems have fallen out of favor in the educa-
tion reform community. That is unfortunate because
several such initiatives have shown promise. Schools
equipped with and committed to the Core Knowledge
program, for example, have posted striking outcomes.
When P.S. 124 in Ozone Park in Brooklyn implemented
Core Knowledge’s highly specific instructional sequence,
fourth-grade proficiency levels on state tests rose by fifty
percentage points—this in a school of 895 students
staffed by career educators.1?

Another promising program has been developed by
SABIS, an international operator of college preparatory
schools. (Disclosure: I have started a nonprofit organiza-
tion, Ascend Learning, which is licensing the SABIS
education system; our schools aim to combine the
SABIS system with the leadership and cultural practices
of the “no excuses” model.) SABIS’s established school-
ing model has much in common with that of the “no
excuses” schools: a college preparatory focus; teacher-led,
whole-class instruction; explicit lesson objectives aligned
with state standards; frequent testing; tight discipline;
clear staff accountabilities; schools structured as charters
free of district collective bargaining contracts; and
empowered school leaders. SABIS differs from the “no
excuses” schools in its deployment of its proprietary
instructional materials according to specific protocols
(six hundred short books, spanning all grades and acade-
mic subjects, through advanced placement classes in
high school), electronic weekly assessments that provide
teachers prompt feedback on students’ mastery of the
material (so that concepts may be retaught as necessary),

pacing charts, and school management software that
links the system’s components. A schoolwide system of
peer tutoring and school culture-building tools encour-
ages students to take responsibility for their own learning
and that of their peers.

In 1995, SABIS contracted with a founding board of
trustees to open a charter school in Springfield, Massa-
chusetts. Today, the SABIS International Charter School
enrolls 1,500 students in kindergarten through twelfth
grade (61 percent as many as that of all the subject
schools combined) and has the largest waiting list, nearly
2,700 students, of any Massachusetts charter school. For
the past seven years, every SABIS Springfield high
school student has been admitted to an institution of
higher learning. The school attracts a diverse population,
measured by both race and family income. In the tenth
grade (the last grade tested by the state), the percentage
of SABIS Springfield low-income students proficient or
above in math is thirty-seven percentage points greater
than that of comparable district students (63 percent to
26 percent). In English language arts, 88 percent of the
SABIS-educated students are proficient or above, versus
only 32 percent of the district students—a fifty-six-point
spread. One hundred percent of tenth-grade SABIS
Springfield students who had been in the school for at
least two years passed the English language arts portion of
the test, and 97 percent passed the math portion.

Further, low-income SABIS Springfield students have
closed the proficiency gap with their peers statewide—
exceeding their performance on both the math and Eng-
lish language arts exams. In 2008, Newsweek named the
school just one of three urban “top U.S. high schools” in
Massachusetts. (MATCH was another.)

SABIS Springfield’s results do not depend on faculty
with exceptional educational backgrounds working
unusually long hours. Just 21 percent of teachers
attended a “very competitive” undergraduate institution
or better. Teachers work an eight-hour, five-day work
week, and turnover is low. They are experienced educa-
tors; on average, they have been teaching for nearly nine
years. The school reports that twenty-eight teachers
have been teaching at the school for ten or more years.
None are former TFA corps members. The autonomy
the school enjoys as a charter has permitted it to adhere
rigorously to the SABIS model for more than a decade.

Ironically, such systematic approaches pose a chal-
lenge in recruiting teachers. Many career educators have
a long-standing aversion, fanned by unions and schools
of education, to external oversight. Powerful norms pro-
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tect the teacher’s “autonomous sphere of private discre-
tion” and are more likely to celebrate teacher innovation
than measurable effectiveness.!8 Even TFA-style teachers,
while embracing accountability and uniform standards of
excellence, may greet such education systems not as an
asset to their practice but rather as discordant with the
individualistic challenges in which they excelled in high
school and college.

Conclusions and Recommendations

Whatever the limits of scale prove for “no excuses”
schooling, its impact on public education will be pro-
found. Individual schools, the approach has demonstrated,
can close the achievement gap. Even if only 5 percent of
the students in an urban system are educated in “no
excuses” schools, many others will benefit indirectly.

As important, the new schools have attracted highly
educated and ambitious young graduates from top uni-
versities to teach in underserved communities, seeding a
new generation of educational leaders. Many will go on
to become principals, policymakers, and social entrepre-
neurs, engaged in the transformation of public education
in their communities.

But the reach of the “no excuses” model will be sharply
constrained by the limited availability of human capital
on which it appears to rely. To bring the model to scale
will require one or both of two measures: a dramatic
expansion in the number of elite college graduates who
teach (if only for a few years) in urban public schools, or
the widespread deployment of educational systems that
enable a more broadly available workforce to educate stu-
dents to a high standard.

Both paths—expanding the pool of top-notch candi-
dates and making the job of teaching more manageable—
should be vigorously pursued. Legislative action should
be taken to encourage highly educated students to go
into teaching, especially in urban and rural schools. Cer-
tification requirements that mandate education school
courses should be dropped and starting teacher pay
increased. Teachers should be rewarded for their per-
formance in the classroom, not for their seniority or
degrees earned. Requirements and incentives to reduce
class size, whether statutory or contractual, should be
eliminated; there is no empirical evidence to support
them, and hiring more teachers depresses teacher pay.

At the same time, policymakers and philanthropists
should invest in the development of tools that foster
teacher effectiveness, including school designs that work

with a broadly available workforce. While early sponsors
of such designs like New American Schools failed to
demonstrate strong and consistent academic results, the
reason for their failure is now well understood—and
avoidable. We know that precise adherence to a coherent
design is essential to achieving consistently strong results.
Obstacles in law and policy that degrade implementation
quality—such as the prohibition on charter operators
holding charters directly—can and should be removed.

Closing the achievement gap need not await whole-
sale transformation, the “no excuses” schools suggest.
But unless we act to overcome imminent limits in
human capital, it may prove difficult to sustain and bring
to scale the “no excuses” model.
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