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ABSTRACT 

 

Circles of Influence: Rational decision-making, strategic positioning, and the formation of 

charter school clusters in New Jersey 

 

Chad d’Entremont 

 

A major focus of charter school research has been the potential impact of increased 

school choice on student sorting by race/ethnicity and socio-economic status. Researchers have 

argued that charter schools may increase segregation by allowing families to separate into more 

homogeneous school communities. Yet surprisingly, little attention has been paid to the role 

charter schools themselves may play in determining student enrollments. Emerging evidence 

suggests that charter schools may frequently take into account nearby educational and 

demographic characteristics when choosing school locations and avoid neighborhoods with high-

proportions of at-risk students who are more costly and challenging to educate. While this 

behavior is not incompatible with traditional notions of how education marketplaces function, 

such “positioning strategies” serve as important reminders that charter schools benefit most by 

locating in areas where they hold clear competitive advantages, not necessarily areas of greatest 

demand or educational need. 

In this dissertation, I examined the potential for New Jersey charter schools to effectively 

distribute educational opportunities to all students, particularly those most frequently targeted by 

previous approaches to school reform, across varied and often segregated landscapes. Drawing 

on rational choice theory and previous research into the profit maximizing behavior of firms, I 



argued that charter schools have strong incentives to locate in areas that allow them to effectively 

balance consumer demand with the potential negative effects of increased competition in high 

needs areas. I used geographic information systems (GIS) and logistic regression to map the 

location of charter schools in New Jersey and examine potential associations with supply side 

factors. 

New Jersey’s charter school supply showed two distinct clustering patterns. First, charter 

schools tended to circle Abbott districts or low-performing school districts in a narrow five mile 

band characterized by greater educational need and, presumably, consumer demand. Second, 

charter schools in Abbott districts tended to circle, but not locate within, neighborhoods with 

higher levels of educational and economic disadvantage, and particularly neighborhoods with 

higher proportions of African American residents. Logistic regression confirmed statistically 

significant associations among charter school clusters and proxies for market demand, 

educational need, and neighborhood diversity, although estimates for race/ethnicity were less 

conclusive. Further analysis indicated that observed clustering patterns were primarily driven by 

more market savvy or entrepreneurial schools partnered with charter management organizations 

(CMOs). 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

 

Redefining educational equity 

Charter schools have been described as an effective solution for providing low-income 

and minority children with improved learning opportunities. Based on popular understandings of 

free market enterprise, new schooling options are expected to increase competition and create 

incentives for schools to improve educational services and use resources more efficiently 

(Friedman, 1962; Hoxby, 2000; Levin, 2002). In addition, offering parents choices that match 

their values and schooling preferences is thought to reduce school level conflicts and lead to 

more effective decision-making (Chubb & Moe, 1990). The potential for choice to increase the 

quality and diversity of schools available to families, particularly those most disadvantaged, has 

led advocates to frame reform as an important civil rights issue (see d’Entremont & Huerta, 

2006; Lubienski, Gulosino & Weitzel, 2009). Former U.S. Secretary of Education Rod Paige 

(2002, p. A29), for example, has described school choice as the “new civil rights revolution,” an 

opinion supported by voices ranging from national columnists to conservative politicians to 

community activists (Lubienski, Gulosino & Weitzel, 2009). 

The notion that choice is fundamental to educational equity is premised in the view that 

many low-income and minority students are trapped in inferior schools. While a majority of 

American families appear to have some discretion over the schools their children attend—Henig 

and Sugarman (1999) estimated that 29 million students (59%) attend schools of choice—such 

decisions are principally made through choice of residence and come at a substantial private cost, 

such as purchasing a home. Limited incomes, housing policies, lending practices and societal 

prejudices all serve as barriers that prevent disadvantaged families from fully participating in 
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school selection processes (Archibald, 2004). Charter schools may help families overcome these 

barriers by offering access to safer and higher-performing learning environments, increasing 

parental involvement, and inviting greater democratic participation. Archibald (2004, p. 284) has 

termed this approach to educational reform “the liberation model.” Fully realized, it has been 

suggested that charter schools have the potential to empower whole communities by 

redistributing educational resources and reshaping mainstream institutional structures (Rofes & 

Stulberg, 2004). 

The emergence of charter schools as a popular strategy for specifically addressing 

educational failings that disproportionally effect disadvantaged students signifies an important 

shift in how policymakers and the larger public conceptualize equitable schooling. For most of 

the last half century, notions of educational opportunity were principally defined by the United 

States Supreme Court’s ruling in Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka (Stulberg, 2004). 

Drawing on psychological studies that indicated racial isolation leads to perceptions of inferiority 

among minority groups, the Court ruled that true equality could not be achieved in a system of 

legalized segregation (Kluger, 1975). Subsequently, public schools became, perhaps, our 

nation’s most powerful symbol of racial minorities’ lack of access to American institutions 

(Katznelson & Weir, 1985) and desegregation a common way to measure successful school 

reform. A large body of theoretical and empirical research substantiated the benefit of integrated 

classrooms, which have been shown to positively influence minority student achievement and 

increase access to higher education, future employment and important social networks (Levin, 

1999, 2001; Rapp & Eckes, 2005).  

Over the last two decades, however, the rapid proliferation of charter schools and school 

choice policies in general seem to reflect a lessening of concerns about desegregation in 
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discussions of educational equity.
1
 This despite the fact that race continues to play a prominent 

role in school politics (Henig, Hula, Orr & Pedescleaux, 1999). Henig (1994, p.73) cleverly 

illustrated rising interest in school choice by documenting that print media coverage of this issue 

increased exponentially around 1990. Two developments help explain this trend. First is the 

widespread assumption that previous efforts to improve educational outcomes have not worked. 

A quick sampling of the 2009 National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) reveals 

large student achievement gaps across racial groups. On the 2009 Eighth Grade Reading Exam, 

for example, only 56% of African-Americans and 59% of Hispanics scored above basic 

compared to 83% of whites and 82% of Asian/Pacific Islanders. Second, the rise of the “market 

metaphor” has emphasized public policymaking that relies on market-based principles to achieve 

social ends (Wells, 2002). Wells (2002, p. 6) observed that the collapse of the Soviet Union and 

perceived failure of alternative economic models throughout the twentieth century left free-

market capitalism as the only viable economic system in the eyes of most policymakers. 

Deregulation of both private industry and public service programs has been consistently justified 

on the grounds that government involvement is costly, inefficient and isolationist, putting 

countries that do not openly embrace the marketplace at a considerable disadvantage. 

  In short, the perceived failure of our public education system to distribute legitimate 

learning opportunities to all students has pushed policymakers to rethink conventional 

approaches to the management and provision of public education at a time of increased 

                                                 
1
 Henig (1994) explains that there are a number of reasons that may explain why commitments to racial diversity in 

schools have waned. Fewer Americans now have a direct link to the form of legalized segregation confronted in 

Brown. Greater economic and political success among African-Americans has created a larger middle class with 

increased political power and greater schooling options. Many recent immigrants and growing minority groups not 

connected to the African-American experience may place less importance on racial integration and prefer to locate 

in enclaves that preserve their culture and traditional values. And, extended discussion of racial issues has led to a 

conservative backlash and weariness among even those sympathetic to the issue. However, the focus here is not just 

on why support for desegregation has decreased, but the specific factors that have presented school choice as a 

viable and, seemingly, preferable alternative. 



4 

 

 

4 

deregulation and privatization.
2
 Expanding choice, rewarding success and closing schools that 

under-perform may be viewed as a more appropriate and accountable approach to improving 

school performance—one based on the premise that the unapologetic pursuit of self-interest can 

be harnessed to serve the greater social good. This strategy has resonated with the very families 

expected to benefit most from school desegregation or, in the words of Ryan and Heise (2002, p. 

44), families “most desperate for relief and most open to change.” George and Farrell (1990) 

reported, for instance, that increasing numbers of minority parents, especially African-

Americans, believed that their choices were limited in public education, and Lee, Croninger and 

Smith (1994) found that families with lower opinions of local school quality were more likely to 

embrace choice reforms. Widespread interest in charter schools among both minority groups and 

the larger American public is openly questioning whether the goals of common schooling models 

actually lead to better educational outcomes, or are simply well-intentioned distractions to 

individuals’ pursuit of greater school and life success. 

 

The appeal of charter schools 

  This dissertation examines the potential for charter schools to effectively distribute 

educational opportunities to all students, particularly those most frequently targeted by previous 

approaches to school reform, across varied and often segregated landscapes. Charter schools are 

arguably the most widely discussed and popular form of school choice today. According to the 

2010 PDK/Gallup Poll, 68% of Americans favor charter schools, up from 42% in 2000, and 60% 

support substantially increasing their number (Bushaw & Lopez, 2010). Further, a 2010 national 

                                                 
2
 For further reading on this point see From New Federalism to Devolution: Twenty-five years of Intergovernmental 

Reform by Timothy Conlon (1998). For more information on how a national shift toward deregulation and 

privatization affected public education and the expansion of school choice see Rethinking School Choice: Limits of 

the Market Metaphor by Jeffrey R. Henig (1994, p. 3-7, 57-78).  
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survey of U.S. adults by Education Next and The Program on Education Policy and Governance 

at Harvard University found support to be particularly strong among African-Americans and 

Hispanics, groups historically targeted by education policies aimed at enhancing educational 

equity (Howell, Peterson & West, 2010).
3
  

The popularity of the charter school movement may be attributed, in part, to the potential 

of this particular form of school choice to effectively reconcile competing agendas for public 

education. Charter schools are independent public schools created through formal agreement 

with a state or local sponsoring agency. “Each school is designed and operated by parents, 

community members, and entrepreneurs and is allowed to operate free from most state and local 

regulations governing schools—including staffing, curriculum, school calendar, resource 

allocation, governance, and school/classroom sizes (Huerta, Gonzalez, d’Entremont, 2006, p. 

104).” Thus, charter schools effectively integrate distinct, but parallel educational reform 

strategies: one seeking to provide parents and communities with alternative solutions to 

persistent school failures; a second calling for greater privatization in education to induce 

competition and incentivize school improvement. Not surprisingly, charter schools share much in 

common with other educational reforms designed to increase the diversity of parents’ schooling 

options, but they are unique in their deliberate attempt to straddle the public and private 

education sectors. Charter schools explicitly seek to establish a public marketplace for 

                                                 
3
 Survey responses revealed that 64-43% of African-Americans and 47-45% of Hispanics either completely 

supported or somewhat supported charter school reform. Only 14-17% of African-Americans and 18-21% of 

Hispanics completely opposed or somewhat opposed the idea. Howell, Peterson and West (2010) attribute lower 

rates of support for charter schools compared to the 2010 PDK/Gallup Poll to differences in survey methodology. 

Specifically, survey respondents were permitted to express no opinion (i.e. “neither support nor oppose”) about 

charter school reform. Variability in support for charter schools is also related to survey design. Respondents were 

randomly assigned one of two possible questions about their support for or opposition to charter school reform. One 

question emphasized that charter schools are not governed by local school districts. A second question emphasized 

that charter schools are publicly-funded, but privately managed. While both questions revealed considerable support 

for charter schools among African-Americans and Hispanics, emphasizing that charter schools may be privately 

managed resulted in less support. 
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educational services regulated by state and district agencies, but produced by private firms and 

nonprofit organizations.
4
  

  To be fair, the impact of charter schools on actual student learning at the present moment 

is likely marginal. Only 2% of students attended charter schools in 2007, compared to 73% in 

assigned public schools, many selected through choice of residence, and another 12% in private 

religious or private non-sectarian schools (Grady, Bielick & Aud, 2010). Charter schools have 

had a significant effect, however, on public policymaking; one that is not fully reflected in a 

simple accounting of student enrollments. For example, the No Child Left Behind Act passed in 

2001 under the second Bush Administration requires students enrolled in schools identified for 

improvement, corrective action, or restructuring to be given the choice of attending an alternative 

school, which may be a charter school. Schools identified for restructuring may also be 

converted into charter schools. The U.S. Government Accountability Office (GAO) estimated 

that from 1994 to 2003 the Public Charter Schools Program awarded roughly $1 billion in 

federal grants (GAO, 2003). More recently, the Obama Administration highlighted charter 

school reform in its $4.35 billion Race to the Top Competition. To receive a competitive federal 

grant for school improvement as part of the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act, states 

were specifically directed to demonstrate that they had adopted favorable conditions for charter 

school reform, including: removing charter school caps; providing funding equal to traditional 

public schools; providing funding or assistance for facilities; establishing clear accountability 

procedures; and taking steps to ensure student enrollments reflect local populations. In the last 10 

                                                 
4
 I do not want to define charter school reform too narrowly and leave the impression that its primary purpose is to 

contest and somehow undermine more traditional approaches to public schooling. While some advocates have 

viewed charter schools as a potential stepping stone to expanded privatization through educational vouchers, tuition 

tax credits, and other means (see d’Entremont & Huerta, 2004), charter schools remain public schools and support a 

number of diverse and, at times, conflicting missions, including: serving high-needs students and families; 

empowering instructional leaders and teachers; building community and civic capacity; enhancing school-based 

management; and reasserting local control. 
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years, the number of charter schools in the nation has grown by more than 280%, and 419 new 

schools opened in 2009-10. Overall, an estimated 5,000 charter schools now serve more than 1.5 

million school children in 39 states and the District of Columbia (Center for Education Reform, 

2010). 

 

The education marketplace 

 Of course, leveraging market-based principles through choice to improve school quality 

and enhance educational equity is not a new idea. In Capitalism and Freedom, published in 

1962, Milton Friedman questioned the potential for what he saw as a disinterested public 

education monopoly to provide effective schooling. Friedman argued that families struggle to 

assess the value of educational services when faced with few choices and limited insight into 

school funding and budgetary decisions. Further, they find it difficult to express dissatisfaction 

with poor school quality, since switching schools comes at a substantial cost (e.g. moving 

residences or paying private school tuition). In fact, school funding formulas that rely on tax 

revenues prevent educational consumers from ever fully exiting the public education system. 

From Friedman’s point of view, traditional public schools have no real incentive to keep costs 

low or quality high and without the risk of losing “customers” increased public spending is 

unlikely to translate into improved learning outcomes.  

  Working from the premise that government was ill-suited to assume full responsibility for 

providing schools, Friedman advocated for the widespread use of publicly-financed educational 

vouchers that would allow families to “shop around” at government approved for-profit and non-

profit institutions. Providing consumers with a range of choices would force schools to compete 

for business, lower costs and increase quality. Henig (1994, p. 60) explained that the powerful 
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appeal of Friedman’s proposal lay in the fact that he did not simply apply laissez-faire economic 

principals to a theoretical educational marketplace and assume that schooling was directly 

analogous to the consumption of most private goods. Rather, he acknowledged that an educated 

citizenry served the larger public interest and that some minimal level of government 

involvement was necessary to ensure full participation and prevent under-investment, but best 

suited to financing and regulating education services. Government should not necessarily be 

responsible for the production of education. Distinctions between public and private schools 

presented a false dichotomy. Education in all forms represents a public good and market forces, 

properly structured, could be utilized to achieve democratic goals (Gintis, 1995).
5
 

 The concept of publicly-financed educational vouchers found significant support, 

including among some scholars on the ideological left concerned about educational equity. They 

saw in vouchers the opportunity to expand parents’ decision-making authority, confront the 

somewhat anonymous nature of centralized school management, and facilitate interactions 

among students from varying socio-economic backgrounds (Mintrom, 2000). To be clear, 

significant differences existed between Friedman’s vision, couched in conservative economic 

theory, and the voucher programs championed by more liberal thinkers. Friedman supported a 

largely unregulated education marketplace with minimal government intrusion. Wealthier 

families would be permitted to supplement vouchers to afford higher tuitions and districts with 

greater resources would be allowed to award higher voucher amounts. In contrast, those who saw 

                                                 
5
 A public good is defined as a good that is both non-rivalrous and non-excludable. Non-rivalrous means a good 

consumed by one individual may still be consumed by others. Theater productions and sporting events are examples 

of non-rivalrous goods among audience members.  Non-excludable means an individual cannot be prevented from 

using a particular good. National defense is often cited as an example of a non-excludable good. Public goods may 

lead to market failures because self-interested individuals and firms may not produce goods in significant quantities 

if they cannot control their use. A particular salient issue is the free rider problem. That is, consumers who take 

advantage of public goods without contributing to their production or paying for their use, diminishing profit 

potential. 
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vouchers as a way to address wealth disparities favored far more regulated programs. Jencks 

(1966) proposed a plan where schools would be required to receive vouchers as full payment for 

tuition and fill half their openings randomly. Extra payments would be provided to schools that 

accepted lower-income students. Coons and Sugarman (1978) proposed a fairly complicated 

inter-district choice program that would provide vouchers of varying amounts based on family 

income, tuition costs, and other factors thought to shape educational opportunities. Fantini 

(1973) preferred that voucher programs be confined entirely to the public system, advocating for 

the creation of “small schools” within larger traditional public schools to create more intimate 

and attentive learning environments. Interestingly, although these plans increased parent choice 

and reduced the role of the public system in providing schools, they were also highly dependent 

on a strong central government to regulate programs and redistribute educational resources. 

Friedman’s argument was also not without its critics. A number of scholars were quick to 

point out that although markets may improve productive efficiency, they also stratify goods and 

create inequities (see Mintrom, 2000, p. 27). And, although Friedman’s inclusion of government 

in the financing and regulation of education artfully addressed market failures typically 

associated with public goods, such as the problem of free-riders, concerns remained about the 

consequences of treating schooling as a consumable good. Smith and Meier (1995) contended 

that it was erroneous to assume that families have the information necessary to make informed 

choices, or are fully mobile and able to easily travel to available choices. Further, it was not clear 

that families even make cost-benefit decisions in choosing schools. School location, peer-group 

composition, per-pupil spending, and school climate all appear to be important factors in 

determining parents’ choices (Bradbury, Mayer, & Case, 2001; Schnedier & Buckley, 2002; 

Schneider, Teske, & Marschall, 2000). 
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 Examining debates over the potential of the educational marketplace to improve school 

quality and enhance educational equity is useful in understanding the emergence of charter 

school reform. As mentioned above, deregulation and privatization have continuously been 

suggested as appropriate strategies for combating poor service quality across public sectors. 

Privatization in education remains a contentious issue, however, flaring up during political 

campaigns, school district restructuring, or with the release of new research.
6
 It is notable that 

despite sustained advocacy, only eight states and Washington D.C. currently support publicly-

financed educational voucher programs serving roughly 67,000 students—a tiny fraction of the 

total student population (Alliance for School Choice, 2012). Since 1972, seven referenda on 

vouchers in five states have been placed on election-day ballots. All have been defeated 

(d’Entremont & Huerta, 2007). It appears that while the “market metaphor” has reshaped our 

thinking about public policymaking, there remains a general skepticism among the American 

public about entrusting educational outcomes entirely to the private marketplace. 

Simply put, the primary obstacle to privatization in education appears to be support for 

public education. According to the 37
th

 Annual PDK/Gallup Poll, 68% of survey respondents 

would rather reform the existing public education system than find an alternative solution and 

57% opposed permitting students to attend private schools at public expense (Rose & Gallup, 

2005).
7
 Voucher programs have been criticized on the grounds that they increase educational 

                                                 
6
 Most notably, in 1990 the scholars Chubb and Moe reignited the voucher debate with the publication of Politics, 

Markets, and America’s Schools. The authors sought to reinvigorate previous thinking on vouchers by tying the 

basic principles outlined by Friedman with suggestions for regulating choice and redistributing educational 

resources to provide for more disadvantaged students. They preferred (although did not require) voucher programs 

to provide increased funding to resource poor districts, grant larger “scholarships” to disadvantaged students, and 

prohibit parents from adding-on to the set voucher amount in order to encourage equitable outcomes (for a fuller 

analysis see Henig, 1994, p. 86-90).  

 
7
 Moe (2001) has argued that objections to voucher programs may be overstated in public opinion polls. He 

observed that voucher programs take time to develop. Families must be informed of potential choices and made 

aware of appropriate support services. Schools must have time to market their services and build brand loyalty. 
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costs, siphon money away from public schools, undermine social cohesion, and increase student 

sorting (Ladd & Fiske, 2001; Levin, 2000; Levin & Driver, 1997; McEwan & Carnoy, 2000; 

Schneider, Teske & Marschall, 2000).
8
 Charter schools have certainly faced similar criticisms, 

but an important difference seems to be that they are not necessarily seen as alternatives to public 

education, but rather attempts to improve the system itself. d’Entremont and Huerta (2007) have 

noted, for example, that while privatization may be seen as shifting attention away from 

important public goods, such as citizenship training and workforce preparation, charter schools 

appear to still be committed to their pursuit. From this perspective, charter schools may provide 

market-based choice within acceptable boundaries. 

 

Responses to competition in the public sector 

The apparent preference for publicly-funded charter schools over “more radical” school 

choice programs may also be due to the fact that they operate within larger state accountability 

frameworks, providing assurances that diverse schooling options will attend to common 

educational goals. Explained slightly differently, charter schools effectively balance public and 

private educational goals as defined by David Labaree (1997). First, schools are expected to 

promote democratic equality. In a democratic society, effective participation requires awareness 

of a common set of principles and skills. All children must be trained to govern as well as follow 

the rulings of the majority. More recently, democratic equality has also implied that education 

                                                                                                                                                             
Further, families who are most likely to benefit from voucher programs often have the least amount of political 

agency. Until the public is fully educated about voucher reform, it is difficult to measure popular support. 

Regardless, the key point here is that despite over 50 years of advocacy educational vouchers play a very small role 

in families’ school choices. 

 
8
 It is important to note that vouchers also challenge state constitutional requirements to provide a universal public 

education and democratic traditions separating church and state. Kemerer (2002) found that 30 state constitutions, 

for example, prohibited direct and/or indirect aid to sectarian institutions. 
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should be fair and equitable. This means different groups are granted equal access to educational 

opportunities. Second, schools must produce social efficiency. Here, education is seen as 

essential to constructing a productive workforce and building a successful national economy. 

This goal has garnered substantial attention in recent years as politicians have become 

increasingly concerned about international competition. Third, schools must provide social 

mobility. Individual consumers use education to “get ahead” and distinguish themselves from 

other competitors, reaping financial benefits.     

 The simultaneous pursuit of these three educational goals often creates conflict. 

Democratic equality and social efficiency both demand a common educational experience, where 

rewards are made available to all and largely determined through merit. This requires a highly 

centralized authority to standardize practice, regulate inputs, and evaluate outcomes. In contrast, 

social mobility encourages families to carve out isolated niches within the educational system. 

The decentralization of authority is preferred, so local issues can be quickly addressed and 

students can receive the full benefit of community resources. The history of education policy can 

be understood as a constant struggle between the need to provide a common educational 

experience and the desire to preserve local control. Levin (1983) explained that allowing for 

local discretion within an overarching state system of education alleviates tensions between state 

objectives and local interests, allowing families and communities to effectively manage (or even 

strategically resist) central mandates. Charter school reform may be seen as serving this purpose.  

Huerta and d’Entremont (2010) observed that charter schools have emerged within a 

larger movement toward systemic standards-based reform; a movement fully realized through 

the passage of No Child Left Behind requiring all states to hold schools accountable through 

regular student assessments and provide new choices to students trapped in chronically under-
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performing schools.
9
 Despite substantial autonomy, charter schools are still governed by 

centralized educational authorities that encourage and reward particular norms of practice. They 

may therefore be expected to benefit from adopting practices that are consistent with the 

established goals of public schooling and designed to satisfy state accountability measures, 

providing policymakers with confidence that individual choices will produce desired educational 

outcomes. The result is the emergence of schools that seem safe and consistent with normative 

understandings of effective schooling, while still adhering to the common belief that rational 

decision-making within a competitive market produces better goods and services.  

This is not to suggest that support for charter schools is universal. Concerns have 

continued to be raised about the potential for charter schools to effectively satisfy the numerous 

and often conflicting goals of public education. A key point of inquiry is the potential for new 

schooling options to actually lead to new educational opportunities, especially for more 

disadvantages students. Even advocates for reform have acknowledged the need to carefully 

regulate programs to prevent potential negative outcomes associated with unfettered markets (see 

Mintrom, 2000, p. 27), and researchers have asked whether charter schools may increase student 

sorting by race/ethnicity or socio-economic status. The reasons generally put forth are twofold. 

First, families may choose to separate into more homogeneous school communities based on 

shared values and schooling preferences. Second, families with greater educational resources 

may avoid schools with significant numbers of low-income, minority, and immigrant students 

that they associate with poor educational outcomes (Weiher & Tedin, 2002). From this 

                                                 
9
 For further reading on the rise of standards-based reform leading up to NCLB, including the publication of A 

Nation at Risk, the 1989 National Governors’ Summit, and the Clinton Administration’s Goals 2000 see School’s 

In: Federalism and the National Education Agenda by Paul Manna (2006). 
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perspective, choice may encourage enclaves of poverty and racial isolation, exacerbating trends 

that undermine educational equity and lead to low school performance. 

Yet surprisingly, despite the guiding assumption that competitive incentives will lead to 

changes in school level behaviors, little attention has been focused on the role charter schools 

themselves may play in determining student enrollments. It remains unclear whether the supply 

of charter schools will actually deliver new educational opportunities, especially in heavily 

segregated urban areas, or if responses to competitive incentives will prompt charter schools to 

seek out locations that limit access to more disadvantaged students and increase segregation. 

Emerging evidence suggests that charter schools frequently take into account nearby educational 

and demographic characteristics when choosing school locations and avoid neighborhoods with 

high-proportions of at-risk students who are more costly and challenging to educate (Henig & 

MacDonald, 2002; Lubienski & Gulosino, 2007). While this behavior is not incompatible with 

traditional notions of how educational marketplaces function (see Chubb & Moe, 1990; Levin, 

2002; Friedman, 1962), such “positioning strategies” may provide charter schools with more 

cost-effective solutions to attracting students than changing educational practices to improve 

learning outcomes. 

Questions about how charter schools respond to market-based competition and position 

themselves within educational marketplaces are essential spatial concerns that require descriptive 

analyses of the arrangement of schooling options (Kleitz, et al., 2000; Schnedier & Buckley, 

2002; Witte, 2000). Improving understanding of how charter schools distribute their services in 

response to desirable consumers and potential competitors speaks to the appropriate role of 

market forces in providing access to new educational opportunities. Policymakers and parents 

may assume that choice is a key ingredient in educational equity, but it is not necessarily an 
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important factor in the decision-making of individual schools seeking competitive advantages. 

Determining where charter schools are physically located can help us gauge the degree to which 

market-style locational strategies promote equitable access to schools across communities, 

especially in areas with intense segregation and racial isolation. 

In sum, fledgling research into the supply of charter schools raises three key issues 

challenging assumptions underlying how competitive incentives in the educational marketplace 

are expected to prompt school improvement and grant equitable access to new learning 

opportunities: 

 

1. Charter schools are active market participants and may be expected to locate in 

neighborhoods that provide competitive advantages. This may include avoiding 

neighborhoods with high proportions of students associated with low academic 

performance, including low-income and minority students.  

2. Charter schools that place greater emphasis on market-based practices may be more 

likely to engage in positioning strategies to create competitive advantages. As a result, 

differences in organizational type and approaches to engaging the educational 

marketplace, such as the formation of external partnerships with for-profit businesses or 

non-profit organizations, may influence charter school locations. 

3. Rational decision-making by charter schools operators may lead to charter school supply 

that is poorly distributed throughout high demand areas, reducing educational 

opportunities among more disadvantaged student populations. 
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In the chapters that follow, this dissertation addresses each of these issues. Both past 

definitions of educational equity centered on desegregation and shared schooling experiences 

and new conceptions focused on achieving universal benchmarks for school quality assume that 

students have access to schools capable of achieving desirable policy outcomes. If market-style 

locational strategies lead charter schools to pursue more selective (and potentially) more 

segregated student bodies, it is unclear how equity is served. Improving understanding of how 

charter schools engage the educational marketplace by examining their spatial distribution may 

help policymakers confront the possible detrimental effects of choice and design policies that 

provide appropriate incentives for charter schools to serve all students. 

The remainder of this dissertation is organized as follows. Chapter 2 presents my 

literature review. I examine previous research on the possible segregative effect of charter 

schools and discuss how past work has not fully accounted for charter school locations in 

describing student enrollment trends. I then present my conceptual framework. Drawing on 

rational choice theory to explain charter school supply, I explicitly consider how school 

locational decisions within an open educational marketplace may affect students’ access to new 

learning opportunities.  

Chapter 3 describes my methodology. Geographic information systems (GIS) and logistic 

regression analysis were used to examine New Jersey charter school locations and surrounding 

neighborhood attributes. GIS provides the advantage of placing data within its spatial context, 

thereby simultaneously examining immediate and adjacent spatial units and potentially revealing 

patterns that are not evident using traditional statistical techniques. New Jersey provides an 

appropriate place of study because it contains many school districts that are small in size and 

already heavily segregated by race and socio-economic status. Extensive Tiebout-sorting 
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combined with school outcomes on state accountability measures provide charter school 

operators with clear markers for entering the educational marketplace.
10

 Both these points are 

discussed in greater detail in chapter 3.  

Chapters 4 through 6 present research findings. In chapter 4, New Jersey charter school 

enrollments are compared to the school age population in surrounding areas at three spatial 

scales: the school district, census tract, and census block group. The advantage of this approach 

is that it examines charter school enrollments against several benchmarks and accounts for the 

possibility that perceptions of student sorting may vary at different spatial scales. Consistent with 

previous research, findings show increased racial segregation in New Jersey charter schools, 

particularly at the block group or neighborhood level. Further, visual evidence suggests student 

sorting may result from the tendency of charter schools to cluster just outside predominately 

African-American neighborhoods, encircling the residential locations of students they are most 

likely to enroll. These findings provide the impetus for a more thorough investigation of New 

Jersey’s charter school supply. 

 Chapter 5 discusses results from three separate analyses of New Jersey’s charter school 

supply. Included are maps documenting charter school locations across the state and in the select 

metropolitan areas of Camden, Newark, and Trenton. First, ESDA techniques were used to 

compare charter school locations to socio-economic and demographic factors describing their 

immediate neighborhoods. Second, tests for spatial dependence or autocorrelation among these 

                                                 
10

 Tiebout sorting refers to a public choice theory model describing the optimal delivery of public goods (Tiebout, 

1956). In short, local governments offer goods and services at varying prices (i.e. tax rates). Individuals express their 

preferences by “voting with their feet.” If municipalities are of appropriate size, individual choices will effectively 

sort the entire population into optimal communities matching their preferences for the provision of public goods. 

This model rests on several assumptions including: 1) voters are fully mobile; 2) voters have full knowledge of 

differences in the cost and delivery of public goods; 3) there are no restrictions on transportation or employment; 4) 

a large number of communities exist; 5) an optimal community size exists and can be identified; 6) communities are 

rational and will try to achieve optimal size; and 7) There are no spill over benefits or costs from one community to 

another. 
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factors were conducted and charter schools were mapped against local “hot spots” and “cold 

spots”–that is, areas within school districts where similarities in measures of race/ethnicity, 

socio-economic status, neighborhood diversity, etc. at the block group level define neighborhood 

clusters or outliers that deviate from local norms. Third, logistic regression analysis was used to 

identify significant associations between charter school locations and neighborhood attributes 

and predict block groups where new schools are most likely locate. A spatial cross-regressive 

model was estimated to allow for the inclusion of key features in charter schools’ home 

neighborhoods and adjacent areas, controlling for a lack of unit independence among model 

predictors. Overall, findings suggest that charter schools do tend to locate in high demand areas 

with substantial educational needs, but appear to engage these marketplaces is ways that produce 

competitive advantages. 

 Chapter 6 confronts the inability of this research study to directly observe charter school 

operators inner motivations in choosing school locations or attribute causation to perceived 

behaviors. ESDA techniques are again used to examine charter school locations across school 

type. Previous research suggests that the partnerships charter schools forge with management 

organizations, philanthropic foundations, community-based organizations, etc. are useful 

indicators of their level of market savvy, while differences in educational programming influence 

student enrollments, organizational structures, and general behavior within the marketplace (see 

Ausbrooks, Brooks and Daniel 2005; Henig & MacDonald, 2002; Huerta & d’Entremont, 2010; 

Lacireno-Paquet, N., Holyoke, T., Moser, M. and Henig, J., 2002; Rofes & Stulberg, 2004). 

Differences among schools are exploited to gain greater understanding into market behaviors. 

Findings suggest that charter schools working with charter management organizations (CMOs) 

and emphasizing rigorous academic programs are more likely to locate in neighborhoods that 
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provide competitive advantages. Since these schools are also expected to be more 

entrepreneurial, findings are taken as evidence of positioning strategies. 

 Conclusions and policy recommendations are provided in chapter 7. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

 

Increasing the supply of effective schools is critical to providing all students, particularly 

low-income and minority students, with greater learning opportunities (Schneider, Teske & 

Marschall, 2000). While this does not necessarily mean that new schools must be created and 

located within resource poor areas where disadvantaged families tend to cluster, it does mean 

that effective schools must be accessible to the populations they aim to serve and able to tailor 

their programs to suit community needs. Arguments favoring charter schools have highlighted 

the fact that new choices bypass the primary mechanism that leads to stratified schools (i.e. 

residential segregation) and provide parents with the opportunity to enroll children in more 

diverse settings (see Gill, Timpane, Ross & Brewer, 2001, p.161). The appeal of increased 

diversity in schools is not just that children trapped in low-performing schools gain access to 

higher quality learning experiences, but also that subsequent peer interactions are assumed to 

positively influence academic achievement and socialization practices (Levin, 1999, 2001). This 

motivation has led policymakers in several states to include racial classification provisions in 

charter school laws that promote integration and require student enrollments to reflect local 

student populations (Oluwole & Green, 2008; Renzulli, 2006). However, while carefully 

structuring charter school admission policies may encourage student enrollments that better 

reflect district or neighborhood norms, it does little to address the distribution and accessibility 

of new schooling options across neighborhoods, especially for those families already living in 

heavily segregated communities. How charter schools choose to operate within educational 

marketplaces remains an important point of inquiry, and researchers have begun to investigate 
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whether competition creates incentives for charters to actively pursue more selective (and 

potentially more segregated) student bodies. 

 

Charter schools and Racial Sorting 

Comparisons of student enrollments in charter schools and traditional public schools at 

the national, state and local levels have tended to reveal increased levels of racial sorting. 

Carnoy, Jacobsen, Mishel and Rothstein (2005) examined data from the National Assessment of 

Educational Progress (NAEP) and reported that black students accounted for 34% of charter 

school students, but only 17% of traditional public school students. Rapp and Eckes (2005) 

examined 32 states, each with more than 1,000 charter school students, and found that charter 

schools over-represented minority students in two-thirds of the states examined. Similarly, 

Frankenberg and Lee (2003) studied charter school enrollments in 16 states and found that 

minority students were over-represented in charter schools in every state but one. In 5 states, 

black students comprised more than 50% of total charter school enrollments despite accounting 

for a far smaller percentage of the general student population. Finally, RPP International (2000) 

assessed the racial composition of charter schools at the district level. Increased racial 

segregation was observed in two directions. Seventeen percent of charter schools over-

represented minority students when compared to their host school district and 14% percent of 

charter schools under-represented minority students.  

Of course, comparisons based on aggregate data may be misleading and therefore 

misrepresent charter school enrollments. Charter schools that are located in densely populated 

urban areas, for example, may over-represent minority students when compared to state and 

school district demographics, but not when compared to the families living in their immediate 
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surrounding neighborhoods. Miron and Nelson (2002) have demonstrated that the use of 

different comparison groups leads to different findings and conclusions. In a study in Michigan, 

the authors first compared all charter school students in a given school district to the local public 

school population. No substantial differences were observed between student groups. Next, 

student enrollments in individual charter schools were compared to the racial composition of 

their host district. Fourteen percent of charter schools were found to substantially over-represent 

minority students (>20%) and 11% substantially under-represented minority students (<20%). 

Researchers have applied two strategies to better understand charter school enrollments. 

First, they have endeavored to improve comparison groups by examining student level data. 

Weiher and Tedin (2002) examined 1,006 Texas charter school households and found that white, 

black, and Hispanic students transfer to charter schools where their respective racial/ethnic 

groups comprise 11 to 14 percentage points more than the general student population. Booker, 

Zimmer and Buddin (2005) tracked individual student movements in California and Texas over 

time and compared the racial make-up of the charter school that each student attended to his or 

her previous school. They found that blacks in both states were likely to move to more 

segregated charter schools. Ladd and BiFulco (2007) examined student level data in North 

Carolina and found that a majority of black charter school students transferred into more racially 

segregated schools and that this decision led to negative academic outcomes.  

Second, researchers have employed methodologies that more fully define the competitive 

marketplace within which charter schools function. Cobb and Glass (1999) used Geographic 

Information Systems (GIS) and dynamic mapping to compare Arizona charter schools to 

adjacent public schools that charter school students would most likely otherwise attend, as 

opposed to the larger school district. Their findings revealed evidence of increased segregation, 
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but in the opposite direction. Charter schools were found to over-represent white students by 

approximately 20% when compared to traditional public schools. The few charter schools that 

over-represented minority students tended to be vocational high schools and “second chance” 

schools.  

Thus, more exacting studies of student enrollment decisions suggest that charter schools 

increase racial/ethnic segregation, but the particular shape of student sorting appears to depend 

on the context of local learning environments. That is, in some settings charter schools may over-

represent minority students and in other settings charter schools may under-represent minority 

students. Renzulli and Evans (2005), for example, demonstrated that in racially heterogeneous 

areas, white students are more likely to exit diverse public schools and enter charter schools. A 

1% increase in school district integration was associated with a .73% increase in white 

enrollments in charter schools. In more segregated school districts, white families appeared to 

place less value on attending charter schools. A 1% increase in the percentage of black students 

in a school district was associated with a .84% increase in black enrollments in charter schools 

(Renzulli, 2006).  

Charter schools are still a new and emerging education reform, and it is important to note 

that student enrollments may still be evolving. Studies that focus on student sorting in the first 

few years of reform may misrepresent parents’ choices once charter schools are better 

understood and accepted as legitimate schooling alternatives. Booker, Zimmer, Gill and Sass 

(2008) recently examined 10 years of longitudinal data in Chicago and found that over time 

student transfers between traditional public schools and charter schools did not increase racial 

segregation; students moved between schools with similar racial demographics. Similar 

observations may hold true for discussions of charter school locations. In emerging markets, 



24 

 

 

2
4 

charter school operators may place greater emphasis on securing school sites that are perceived 

as safe learning environments and appropriate locations for promoting school and student 

success, but as markets mature and charter schools establish themselves within communities, 

school leaders may be more willing to seek out “riskier” locations that are more accessible and 

attractive to a larger population of students and their families.  

 

The importance of location and context 

Emerging recognition that charter schools are responsive to preexisting contextual factors 

has prompted researchers to shift their focus to the role charter schools themselves may play in 

shaping student enrollments. Responses to state and local policy contexts, as well as differences 

in school mission, organizational structure, and location have all been shown to influence charter 

school attendance. Renzulli (2006) found greater numbers of African-American students 

attended charter schools in states with racial clauses designed to ensure the fair representation of 

minorities. Lacireno-Paquet, Holyoke, Moser, and Henig (2002) observed sharp distinctions 

between charter schools that counted education management companies (EMOs) among their 

founders and other types of charter schools in Washington D.C. More market-oriented charter 

schools were found to over-represent low-income, minority and free and reduced lunch students 

in urban settings, but under-represent special education students and English language-learners 

(ELLs). Huerta, Gonzalez, and d’Entremont (2006) examined home school and cyber charter 

schools and reported that non-classroom based charters enrolled high proportions of formerly 

home-schooled students. Home-schooled students are more likely to be white and come from 

families with slightly higher incomes than traditional public school students (Stevens, 2001). 
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More recently, scholars have begun to explicitly examine supply-side factors that may 

influence locational decisions. Lubienski and Gulosino (2007) examined “literal positioning”—

where charter schools are located relative to particular educational and demographic 

characteristics—and observed that most charter schools in the Detroit metropolitan area targeted 

neighborhoods and student populations where they have a competitive advantage. Arsen, Plank 

and Sykes (2000) also examined schools in Michigan and found evidence that charter schools 

were more likely to locate in areas with higher minority populations, especially in central cities. 

Henig and MacDonald (2002) demonstrated that charter schools in Washington D.C. were more 

likely to locate in areas with greater proportions of black and Hispanic families, but also in 

neighborhoods with middle incomes and higher home ownership rates than the poorest parts of 

the city. Gulosino (2008) found that charter schools in New York City tended to locate in high-

poverty areas, but also in areas with greater public resources and services, such as affordable 

housing and non-profit organizations. This evidence suggests that charter schools may have a 

high level of market acumen and actively seek out areas where additional schooling options are 

needed, but avoid neighborhoods with the most expensive to educate students.
11

 The fact that 

many charter schools are new and therefore uncommitted to a specific geographic location 

further emphasizes this point.   

It appears that charter school research has potentially overstated the role of consumer 

demand in influencing school level behaviors at the expense of other determining factors. Too 

often research into charter schools that examined school practices and enrollments acontextually 

(i.e. studied student demographics, school resources, student outcomes, etc. divorced from the 

                                                 
11

 It should be noted that charter schools also face significant economic and social barriers when choosing school 

locations. Charter school supply should not be interpreted as a pure reflection of school leaders’ attitudes and 

preferences without accounting for confounding factors. This issue is discussed in greater detail below, as well as in 

subsequent chapters. 
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larger environments in which charter schools operate).
12

 But, where a school chooses to locate 

has a direct bearing on its level of competition, access to resources and institutional legitimacy. 

While parent decision-making is certainly expected to shape student enrollments, charter schools 

themselves, which in many cases are providing highly desirable educational services, are also 

choosing how best to engage the educational marketplace. Where charter schools choose to 

locate is arguably a primary determinant of whether or not they become successful endeavors. 

 

A theory of charter school supply 

As discussed in the previous chapter, market-based school choice reforms are premised 

on the theory that increased competition forces schools to improve academic outcomes and use 

resources more efficiently, while focusing greater attention on the needs of students and their 

families (Friedman, 1962; Levin, 2002). For these reasons, Glomm, Harris and Lo (2005) argue 

that charter school operators are sensitive to both vertical and horizontal product differentiation 

(see Figure 2.1). Vertical product differentiation refers to variations in educational quality. The 

rise of standards-based reform and statewide assessment systems has increasingly emphasized a 

single, dominant measure of children’s learning outcomes: student test scores. Previous research 

indicates that student achievement is an important factor in determining charter school 

attendance (Finn, Manno & Vanourek, 2000; Garcia, 2008a), and parents from across 

racial/ethnic sub-groups and social classes have identified education quality as an important 

                                                 
12

 Ignoring differences in schooling practices is common in analyses of market-based school choice, because it 

reduces uncertainty regarding how schools may respond to increased competition for students. For example, Hess 

(1999, p. 125) observed, “John Chubb and Terry Moe assume this homogeneity when they treat all urban public 

schools as similar for purposes of analysis in their widely discussed book Politics, Markets, and America’s Schools.” 

However, after two decades of reform and a large increase in the amount of data describing school choice programs, 

addressing differences in schooling practices is critical to understanding the full range of choices available to parents 

and their ability to access them. 
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factor in choosing their child’s school (Kleitz, et al., 2000). Further, once enrolled, students 

appear less likely to exit higher-performing charter schools (Hanushek, et al., 2005).  

 

Figure 2.1 
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Horizontal product differentiation describes differences in schooling practices and 

services. Despite widespread agreement on the importance of education quality, sharp 

differences exist regarding how schools might best support academic achievement, as well as 

effectively balance other educational goals.
13

 Increased school choice has been frequently 

presented as an effective strategy for accommodating diverse schooling preferences, especially 

among minority populations that feel marginalized by mainstream educational institutions 

                                                 
13

 For example, Schneider, Marshall, Teske and Roch (1998) reported that low-income parents prioritize more 

concrete measures of school quality, such as test scores and school discipline, and place less importance on values 

and diversity than higher-income parents. Weiher and Tedin (2002) found differences among racial/ethnic 

subgroups. White parents placed greater importance on test scores, blacks on moral values, and Hispanics on school 

discipline. 
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(Fuller, 2000). For example, Rofes and Stulberg (2004) have noted the important role 

ethnocentric charter schools play in empowering African-American and Native American 

communities, while Huerta, Gonzalez, and d’Entremont (2006) have documented the attraction 

of formerly home-schooled students to home school and cyber charter schools. More broadly, 

Carpenter (2005) has identified 55 distinct charter school types ranging from college preparatory 

to school-to-work to dual-language immersion to environmental education. 

This evidence suggests that charter schools have incentives to locate in heterogeneous 

communities with lower-performing schools where there is strong demand for new schooling 

options (see Figure 2.1). However, focusing solely on consumer demand may overlook 

important supply-side factors that also influence school locations (Hanushek, Kain, Rivkin & 

Branch, 2005). Taylor (2001) argues that choice schools operate within hierarchical structures 

and succeed in attracting new customers by positioning themselves as an improvement on 

previously available schooling options. In other words, charter schools benefit most by locating 

in areas where they hold clear competitive advantages, not necessarily areas of greatest demand. 

Assumptions regarding charter schools’ locational decisions within the educational 

marketplace are consistent with the principles of rational choice theory (RCT) and assume 

charter schools are rational actors mimicking the behavior of firms seeking to maximize profits.
14

 

In The Competitive Advantage of Nations, Michael Porter (1998) developed the “Diamond 

                                                 
14

 Green and Shapiro (1994) explain that RCT integrates principles from economics and political science to elevate 

five core assumptions about individual behavior that explain collective outcomes: 1) Marketplaces are composed of 

individuals, or unitary actors (e.g. consumers, firms, political parties, nation-states) whose preferences, goals and 

strategies may be meaningfully predicted; 2) Individuals practice utility maximization and pursue outcomes of 

greatest perceived value based on a rank ordering of preferences; 3) Markets are consistent. All preferences may be 

rank ordered and orderings are transitive; 4) Individuals base decisions on expected maximum values, since actual 

outcomes are unknown; 5) Populations are homogeneous and assumptions apply equally to all individuals. 

Decisions, rules, tastes, etc. remain stable over time. 
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Model” to explain how firm locations produce competitive advantages.
15

 He identified four 

distinct, but overlapping influences that can be thought of as the four points on a diamond and 

together help pinpoint preferable firm locations. First, firms are certainly responsive to consumer 

demand as detailed by Glomm, Harris and Lo (2005) and described above. Second, firms take 

into account factor conditions, which are the natural resources found in local, state, or national 

environments that support production. Porter emphasizes that factor conditions are not inherited 

and unchanging, but rather can be created through time and investment. For this reason, he 

emphasizes the importance of specialized factors (e.g. skilled labor, capital, infrastructure), 

which firms and policymakers may cultivate, over general factors (e.g. unskilled labor, raw 

materials) that are available to all market participants. Third, locational decisions are affected by 

firm strategy and structure and market rivals. Fourth, firms take into account the location of 

related and supporting industries in order to access important goods and services, improve 

efficiency, and foster cooperation, even in the midst of competitive environments. 

 The responses of firms to consumer demand and factor conditions, combined with 

positioning strategies designed to access shared services and produce competitive advantages 

often leads to clustering, or ringing patterns, where competing firms benefit from locating in 

close proximity to each other and participating in clearly defined and highly visible 

marketplaces.
16

 Clustering increases the sophistication and productivity of business 

environments by helping to facilitate consumer choice through the sharing of information. Firms 

                                                 
15

 Porter’s (1998)“Diamond Model” differs from more traditional economic theories that assume fixed factors (e.g. 

land, natural resources, labor, local population size) are the primary determinants of competitive market advantages. 

This traditional approach applies a more passive view to firm behavior. Firms are expected to locate in areas with 

local assets that present the greatest opportunity for profit. 

 
16

 Specifically, Porter (2008, p. 15) defines clustering as “geographic concentrations of interconnected companies, 

specialized suppliers, service providers, firms of related industries, and associated institutions (e.g. universities, 

standards agencies, trade associations) in particular fields that compete, but also cooperate.” 
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are better able to provide differentiated services to educated consumers and maximize their profit 

potential. In addition, clustering may spur innovation. Firms that locate in close proximity to 

each other and related industries are better able spot trends, share information, co-opt new 

technologies and respond more quickly to consumer needs. The presence of clusters also 

supports market entry, helping new firms to identify significant local markets with profit 

potential. 

However, while the advantages of clustering have been clearly explained in the economic 

literature, the question of where firms from particular industries, in this case charter schools, may 

choose to congregate remains an open question. Charter schools are often new organizations that 

may enroll students from anywhere. As rational actors, we may expect charter schools to seek 

out locations that capitalize on established markets and high demand while simultaneously 

reducing the negative effects of competition. Explained more formally, charter schools may be 

expected to choose locations that effectively balance spatial contagion and spatial competition 

(Greve, 2002). Theories of spatial contagion suggest that educational practices associated with 

successful learning outcomes spread through local networks. New schools must locate in close 

enough proximity to established schools to engage potential consumers and develop the 

interpersonal relationships that shape school choices. Theories of spatial competition 

acknowledge that competitive effects are felt over a distance influenced by how well consumers 

can move between locations. Schools located in close proximity to one another are likely to 

compete more strongly for potential students than those that are located further apart. Thus, new 
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schools face incentives to locate a maximum distance away from previously established schools 

where they are still able to take advantage of consumer demand and effectively attract students.
17

   

It is important to note that RCT has been criticized on the grounds that it over-simplifies 

and obscures controversies about human behavior. The view that charter schools will choose 

locations where they can effectively balance consumer demand, or profit potential, with 

perceived competition levels fails to account for a number of barriers to the efficient functioning 

of educational marketplaces (Schneider, Teske and Marschall, 2000, p. 42).
18

 First, unlike private 

goods where comparative price information may be fairly easy to obtain, information on schools 

is more difficult to gather and interpret and quality is harder to assess. Second, educational 

consumers are unlikely to act independently when pursuing private goods. The localized nature 

of public schooling combined with limited information on potential choices prompts consumers 

to rely heavily on previously formed social networks that share similar resources, beliefs and 

biases. Third, choosing a school is not a one-time purchase. Effective schools often expect, or 

even demand, sustained family involvement to help sustain growth and foster shared 

experiences. This sense of shared responsibility can run counter to expected consumer behaviors. 

                                                 
17

 It is important to note that advances in technology and infrastructure have greatly reduced the importance of 

distance in daily life. Henig (2009) notes that transportation, communication, data use, and financial transactions 

have all become appreciably easier in recent years, providing greater flexibility in firms’ locational decisions. In the 

education world, Huerta and d’Entremont (2006) observed that virtual or cyber schools have challenged established 

notions of appropriate schooling practice and begun enrolling students from wide catchment areas that may 

encompass entire states. That said, public education remains a primarily local endeavor. Families continue to 

predominately express school choices through residential decisions and tend to rely on established social networks 

when weighing alternative schooling options. Processes for managing choice, such as enforcing contracts and 

administering programs, increase the importance of local relationships. We can expect distance and location to 

continue to be important variables in evaluating the effect of school choice policies.  

 
18

 Of course, the decision processes that lead to firms’ locational decisions also tend to be far more complicated than 

the description provided above. While Datta (2007) noted that most formal models of firm entry in a given market 

assume an equilibrium of outcomes (i.e. firms make decisions by balancing the potential profitability of their 

choices with conjectures about competitors’ decisions), Narasimhan and Zhang (2000, p. 313-327) noted that a host 

of other factors influence firm entry strategies including market uncertainty, cannibalization, order-of-entry effects 

and firm heterogeneity. Further, researchers have uncovered examples where a natural equilibrium between 

profitability with competition does not appear to exist. For example, in some industries consumers are drawn to 

areas of heightened competition where they can easily compare prices causing firms to cluster (Dudley, 1990). 
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It is not unusually to find families with intense attachments to charter schools with documented 

histories of low performance.  

In response to such criticism, Green and Shapiro (1994) have suggested that RCT should 

not be used to understand causal relationships due to constraints placed on individuals’ beliefs 

and behaviors. Rather, RCT best serves as an appropriate tool for describing general regularities 

that define the structure and potential outcomes of social interactions and the behavior of 

markets, governments and other institutions. In the case of charter schools, the fact that 

consumer behaviors in educational markets are unpredictable may provide added incentives to 

choose locations based on larger and more reliable socio-economic and demographic trends than 

assumptions about how individual households may respond to changes in school quality.   

Research into the locational decisions of nonprofit organizations substantiates this 

point.
19

 Of course, many states permit charter schools to contract with for-profit organizations. 

The point here is not to accurately describe the market orientation of all charter schools, but 

rather to consider how mission-based organizations operate as rational optimizers within an 

established marketplace (Brown & Slivinski, 1996). Pfeffer (1982) observed that the locations of 

nonprofit firms often take on important symbolic implications, because they tend to work in 

social service sectors that require trusting relationships and “hands-on” personal attention to 

effectively satisfy client needs. A number of studies have documented the tendency for 

                                                 
19

 Hannsman (1980) defines nonprofit organizations as those prohibited from distributing surplus resources, which 

he refers to as the “non-distribution constraint.” They are thought to emerge as rational responses to market and/or 

government failures (DiMaggio, 1990). Market failures occur when a product is a public good, demand is too small 

to be profitable, or characteristics of the product or consumer prevent the sharing of full information.
19

 Government 

failures occur when governments respond to the demands of the majority, leaving minority groups unsatisfied. 

Wesibrod (1998 – from DiMaggio, 1990) further explains that while government is often viewed as responsible for 

supplying public goods, this approach is only efficient when demand is homogeneous. Government can target the 

median voter and tax away the free rider problem. When demand is heterogeneous, nonprofits, which can effectively 

bypass political processes, become instrumental in providing supplemental goods and services that address diverse 

public needs (Smith & Lipsky, 1993). 
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nonprofits to locate in low-income urban areas where for-profit firms and government are 

assumed to be unwilling or unable to meet consumer needs (see Gulosino, 2008; McPherson, 

1983), but other studies have shown nonprofits to be located in “more generous” areas with 

higher household incomes (Wolpert, 1993) or greater potential for volunteering (Wolch, Kim & 

Lee, 1999). Nonprofits seem highly cognizant of the fact that they must earn support from 

external actors and organizations to secure funding and effectively fulfill their mission (Brown & 

Slivinski, 1996; Gulosino, 2008; Herman & Retz, 1999; Twombly, 2003). Overall, a review of 

the literature by Bielefeld and Murdoch (2004) suggested that non-profits tend to locate in areas 

that have a history of service delivery as indicated by the presence of other non-profits where 

they can effectively balance community needs, a proxy for demand for services, with available 

resources.  

While the examination of nonprofit behaviors is illuminating, analogies between charter 

schools which operated within the public education system and private markets, even those most 

friendly to mission-driven organizations, are far from perfect (Henig, 1994). Empirical evidence 

on how charter schools may choose to position themselves within educational marketplaces 

remains limited. As described above, a recent batch of studies has shown charter schools to be 

responsive to local economic, educational, and demographic characteristics and possibly avoid 

locations with high proportions of at-risk students who may be more difficult to educate (see 

Arsen, Plank and Sykes, 2000; Gulosino, 2008; Henig & MacDonald, 2002; Lubienski & 

Gulosino, 2007). This suggests that by locating some distance away from areas of greatest 

demand charter schools seek to better manage student enrollments and build unique market 

sectors, securing three advantages. First, charter schools that avoid enrolling high proportions of 

at-risk students may perform better on state assessments and other measures of academic quality. 



34 

 

 

3
4 

Such schools may appear to produce superior educational outcomes, while incurring few costs 

related to changes in educational practice. Second, charter schools may reduce the need for 

compensatory and special education services that strain school budgets.
20

 Third, focusing on 

smaller, niche markets may limit direct competition. While competition is integral to the theory 

of charter school reform and assumed necessary for improving schooling practices, charter 

schools themselves may not wish to operate in highly competitive environments. Instead, 

providing specific educational programs to niche groups with similar educational values and 

demographic characteristics may help distinguish charter schools from competitors, while 

simultaneously offering a degree of stability that is difficult to establish in the larger educational 

marketplace. This behavior has been observed in the charter school literature and termed the 

charter school specialization theory (see Garcia, 2008a). 

 

Alternative perspectives on charter school supply 

Positioning strategies, of course, are not expected to be the sole determinants of charter 

school locations. Evidence supporting descriptions of charter schools as rational actors may be 

explained by accounting for other forces thought to influence school level behaviors. Below, 

three alternative explanations are explored. 

 

  

                                                 
20

 Conventional wisdom holds that low-income and special education students are more expensive to educate than 

other students. As evidence, federal and state funds are specifically allocated to provide school districts and schools 

with additional resources for the education of these populations, including Title I and the Individuals with 

Disabilities Education Act (IDEA). However, it is important to note that high-achieving students may also increase 

costs through demand for specialized schooling practices, such as Advanced Placement or International 

Baccalaureate courses, preparation for the Scholastic Aptitude Test (SAT) or California Achievement Test (CAT), 

or college advisement. This is not to suggest that such services should not be available to all students, but demand 

may be greater in schools with higher proportions of high-achieving students forcing charter schools to act. 
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Practical Constraints 

A number of practical constraints may be expected to influence charter school locations. 

For example, the cost of renting or purchasing space, zoning regulations that prevent schools 

from operating in certain areas or on particular streets, and insurance redlining that makes it 

prohibitive to open up schools in the poorest or most segregated neighborhoods are all factors 

that may limit entry into the educational marketplace. Moreover, charter schools operate as 

public schools within state education systems and therefore face levels of oversight that far 

surpass state monitoring of most private for-profit and nonprofit organizations. Huerta and 

d’Entremont (2010) observed that although charter school reform provides for more autonomous 

decision-making, charter schools are still evaluated according to state accountability systems and 

must satisfy the expectations of state authorizers (e.g. departments of education, state 

universities, local school districts). The decisions of authorizers, particularly decisions made by 

state and local administrators invested in the success of traditional public schools, shapes charter 

school supply. It is certainly possible that charter schools may believe authorizers are more likely 

to approve their applications if they seek out more favorable locations, particularly locations in 

and around high-needs areas where new schools may be viewed as a benefit the larger 

educational system.  

For example, many states enforce regulations that limit the formation of new charter 

schools. New Jersey caps the total number of charter schools at 135 and does not permit newly 

created charter schools to enroll more than 500 students or 25% of the student body in the school 

district where the charter is established. Conversion charter schools may be larger, but 51% of 

the school’s teaching staff and 51% of the parents or guardians of current students must approve 

the conversion process. While such regulations governing the creation of charter schools are not 
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necessarily designed to prohibit charter schools from locating in certain communities, they 

certainly restrict market entry, especially in communities where education markets are saturated. 

Research also suggests that charter schools receive proportionally less funding per 

student than traditional public schools (Huerta & d’Entremont, 2010).
21

 In states where charter 

schools are not identified as local education agencies (LEAs) they may not receive funding for 

educational expenses unrelated to instructional costs and be ineligible for categorical aid or 

participation in special programs and services, such as substance abuse prevention, 

compensatory education, and universal pre-kindergarten. Huerta and d’Entremont (2010) 

observed that charter school budgets are often strained by a number of operational expenses 

unfamiliar to traditional public schools. Start-up charter schools must secure a facility, purchase 

instructional materials, design a curriculum, hire staff and possibly legal and financial experts, 

and advertise their services—all before opening. Options for securing additional funding are 

limited compared to traditional public schools. Charter schools cannot raise taxes, struggle to 

secure low-interest loans or issue bonds, and frequently lack administrative staff with the 

expertise to take advantage of federal and state grants. These factors all increase the importance 

of charter schools’ locational decisions and may prompt charters to avoid high cost areas that 

undermine school success. 

 

  

                                                 
21

 Huerta and d’Entremont (2010) observed that in examining charter school financing it is important to remember, 

“there are substantial differences in the distribution and use of charter schools and traditional public schools. For 

example, charter schools are more likely to be elementary schools, which are less expensive to operate than 

secondary schools, but also are more likely to be located in urban areas, where spending on education tends to be 

higher.” Thus, examinations of per-pupil expenditures ultimately depend on the structure and mission of particular 

charter schools, as well as the revenue sources included in funding formula calculations. 
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Political Power 

 Mintrom (2000) notes that the practice of politics is very different from decisions made in 

a competitive marketplace and efforts to seamlessly integrate these two worlds can produce 

misleading descriptions of those who create and consume public policies.
22

 In fact, public 

policies are not consumed or purchased in any real sense, but rather adopted on behalf of 

members or constituents. It is important to remember that charter schools are not private firms, 

but rather funded and regulated through public education systems. Charter school suppliers may 

choose to act in their own self-interest, but the larger decision-making processes that make their 

goods and services available to consumers require collective action.  

 In this sense, charter schools are political actors. The process of filing a successful charter 

application requires engaging in the very policymaking processes that govern education systems 

and shape charter school reform. School leaders may be viewed as policy entrepreneurs—

individuals who use political strategy, networking and persuasive argumentation to overcome the 

limitations (or unreasonable assumptions) of the educational marketplace by increasing available 

information, reducing transaction costs and engaging broad constituency groups to achieve 

particular policy outcomes (Mintrom, 2000). By working closely with policymakers and interest 

groups and developing coalitions of natural allies, charter schools may employ non-rational 

decision-making strategies that establish broad support for the collective benefits of their 

educational programs.  

 Research, though limited, suggests charter schools recognize the importance of 

developing strong relationships with public officials and the constituencies they serve and may 

                                                 
22

 Mintrom (2000) concedes that market-based models have helped improve our understanding of political behavior. 

However, he contends that RCT struggles to account for collective action and is based on a series of assumptions 

(perfect information, homogeneous beliefs and values, no transaction costs, consistency in preferences and 

outcomes, etc.) that not only oversimplify human behavior, as discussed above, but also obscure factors that political 

actors must confront and overcome to achieve policy goals. 
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purposely locate in areas with greater political power. In a study of Washington D.C. charter 

schools, Henig and MacDonald (2002) found that charter schools authorized by the elected 

Board of Education were more likely to position themselves in neighborhoods with higher voter 

turnout and larger proportions of African-American families, a key voting bloc.
23

 Providing 

educational services to more powerful constituent groups may create advantages in funding, 

regulatory enforcement, and access to facilities and other public services (Henig & MacDonald, 

2002, p. 967).  

 

Social Capital 

Public schools do far more than educate students. They often serve as community hubs 

responsible for sharing information and organizing community members, including those 

without children, to achieve shared goals (d’Entremont & Huerta, 2010). In this sense, public 

schools are important sources of community-specific social capital. Social capital is defined as 

the resources gained through the trust, obligations and networks that exist between members of 

social systems (Bourdieu, 2002; Coleman, 1988). These connections help individuals and their 

communities maintain or increase power by reducing transaction costs, facilitating cooperation, 

and providing access to educational resources (Schneider, Teske & Marschall, 2000). Effective 

schools both enhance and benefit from social capital by fostering strong interpersonal 

relationships among community members that lead to the sharing of resources (Coleman, 

1988).
24

 

                                                 
23

 Henig and MacDonald (2002, p. 976) noted that Washington D.C. is a predominately African-American city 

where race serves as a powerful political symbol. 
24

 Again, it is important to note that new technologies are changing the ways individuals communicate and interact. 

The Internet and the emergence of social networking sites allow individuals to easily communicate over large 

distances and develop meaningful personal relationships. Ultimately, these technologies may reduce the importance 

of face-to-face interactions in developing social capital. 
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Charter schools frequently develop from the same interpersonal relationships that public 

schools are expected to create.
25

 Charter school operators with strong ties to their communities 

may be expected to develop educational programs suited to local needs and locate in close 

proximity to the students they hope to enroll (Huerta & d’Entremont, 2010). Further, Fuller 

(2000) notes that charter schools can become expressions of tribalism. Low-income and minority 

families neglected by the mainstream educational systems, or more affluent families frustrated 

by “groups rights” politics, can come together to build smaller school communities around 

shared values and beliefs. By removing themselves from the larger public sphere, families and 

community members form intense attachments to their “new schools,” which become 

expressions of ethnic identities, religious convictions, or particular pedagogical practices 

(Brasington, 2006; Fuller, 2000). As a result, we may expect charter schools to not only position 

themselves in communities suited to their particular educational mission, but also depend on 

preexisting relationships with community members to locate facilities and other resources. In 

fact, it is not uncommon for these relationships to be formalized and for community members to 

become board members, employees, or external partners (Huerta & d’Entremont, 2010).  

Charter schools may also be attentive to fostering relationships with other sources of 

social capital to maximize available resources, as well as organizational legitimacy. This may be 

particularly true in cases of charter schools founded by CMOs, EMOs or other groups from 

outside a given community. Charter schools may choose to locate near sources of technical 

assistance (e.g. colleges and universities, nonprofit organizations, public agencies, law firms), 

                                                                                                                                                             
 
25

 Charter school reform does have the potential to undermine the role schools play in connecting community 

members and building social capital. Charter schools do not follow set attendance zones. Students may travel 

significant distances and come from diverse communities. They may share little in common with their peers and 

struggle to stay on site beyond the school day. This dynamic may reduce interactions among families and prevent 

strong personal relationships from developing, undermining school-specific social capital. 
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especially those able to provide in-kind resources. By building an effective network of external 

partners, charter schools may succeed in lowering costs, enhancing operations, and, perhaps most 

importantly, offering educational programs that seem to expand beyond the limitations of 

traditional schooling models to align with larger community concerns (e.g. after school 

programs, health and nutrition services, public housing). Charter schools may also benefit from 

seeking out and locating near potential funders. These factors suggest that charter schools may 

base locational decisions on who they know and who they want to know as much as they do on 

actual market factors.  

 

Responses to market pressures: A broader view 

It is important to note that charter schools may also employ positioning strategies for 

reasons other than avoiding expensive to educate students. That is, assumptions among charter 

school leaders that certain environments are more desirable may not be based on the calculation 

that disadvantaged students are more costly. Many charter schools are mission-driven 

organizations that may simply hold the view that more affluent and stable neighborhoods provide 

better learning environments for the students they serve. Wolpert (1993) observes that in the 

absence of information allowing consumers and funders to assess quality or estimate cost, 

nonprofits often rely on other factors, including location, to enhance their legitimacy. In the case 

of charter schools, operators may seek to balance high demand for increased choice with 

normative understandings of legitimate school settings. Research into residential and school 

choice indicates that parents frequently rely on proxies to judge the quality of local public 

schools including per-pupil spending, teacher quality, school climate, and perhaps most 

importantly peer-group composition (Bradbury, Mayer, & Case, 2001; Schnedier & Buckley, 
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2002; Schneider, Teske, & Marschall, 2000). Since many of these proxies are correlated with 

socio-economic status, more affluent neighborhoods are generally assumed to possess higher-

performing schools.
26

 Charter schools, wary of the need to present themselves as preferable 

alternatives to traditional public schools, may be unwilling to locate in areas generally 

understood as unsuccessful schooling environments. 

The “Broken Window Theory” suggests that clusters of interlocking conditions, 

including dense and dilapidated housing, violent crime, inadequate or inaccessible health care, 

unreliable or limited public transportation, and high unemployment, often make at-risk 

neighborhoods highly visible (Massey & Denton, 1993; Wilson, 1987). Community members 

with the agency to live elsewhere tend to avoid such neighborhoods at all costs, robbing residents 

of access to critical sources of human, financial and social capital and contributing to a 

downward cycle of fear and displacement (Goldring, 2006). Given the importance most families 

place on their children’s safety and education, charter school operators may view such 

neighborhoods as unable to support successful schools, regardless of the obvious likelihood of 

high demand for new school choices among local residents. A preferable strategy may be to 

locate just outside the most disadvantaged areas where charter schools compare more favorably 

and work to attract families across neighborhood boundaries and school district lines. This means 

that charter schools may benefit from locating not within, but adjacent to the communities they 

hope to serve. 

Regardless, none of these factors preclude charter schools from engaging in positioning 

strategies within certain constraints. If charter schools regularly use advertising and marketing to 

                                                 
26

 Research by economists has found a strong relationship between the quality of local public schools and the 

willingness of residents to pay high costs to live in affluent suburbs (Black, 1999; Bogart & Cromwell, 2000; 

Downes & Zabel, 2002; Weimer & Wolkoff, 2001). Black (1999), for example, found that for 22,679 house sales in 

three Massachusetts counties from 1993 to 1995, a 5% increase in student test scores is associated with a 2.1% 

increase in housing prices, meaning a house worth $188,000 will rise in price by $3,948.  
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attract particular sets of students and/or set preconditions (e.g. parent contracts) for enrollment 

(Garcia, 2008b; Wells, 2002), it seems reasonable to suggest that similar strategic thinking may 

affect locational decisions.
27

 Unlike traditional public schools, charter schools are not 

constrained by set locations and student catchment zones and, if properly positioned, may 

compete for students across multiple neighborhoods. The passage of No Child Left Behind and 

the emergence of state accountability systems have established clear markers for entering the 

educational marketplace. Leveraging these advantages to better pursue desirable students is an 

appropriate and, in fact, expected response to market pressures. 

  

                                                 
27

 Wells (2002) observed that charter schools often produce promotional materials that include messages (e.g. safety, 

academic rigor, racial/ethnic identity, similarity to private schools) targeted at specific student populations. In 

addition, mission statements, educational practices and/or curricula may be carefully crafted to produce school 

cultures that encourage particular student enrollments while multi-step application processes that include parent 

contracts, interviews and/or school visits may reduce participation among families with limited time and resources.  
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Chapter 3: Methodology 

 

Research Context: New Jersey 

Questions about how charter schools respond to competition and position themselves 

within educational marketplaces are essential spatial concerns that require descriptive analyses of 

the arrangement of schooling options. Previous research has tended to examine charter school 

practices and enrollments acontextually—that is, studied student demographics, school 

resources, student outcomes, etc. divorced from the larger environments in which charter schools 

operate. But, where a school chooses to locate has a direct bearing on its level of competition, 

access to resources, and institutional legitimacy. Studies that ignore schools’ surroundings may 

obscure two points critical to understanding the larger impact of reform. First, contexts vary.
28

 

Statutory regulations, such as those regarding for-profit participation, charter school 

authorization, or racial balancing provisions influence market entry and the availability of new 

schooling options. While this point has been gradually acknowledged in studies examining 

charter schools across states and districts, far less thought has been given to the role local factor 

conditions and competition levels, as well as economic and demographic trends may play in 

shaping school level decisions (Archibald, 2004). Second, families’ access to new educational 

opportunities is best described by examining the full range of schooling options in a given area, 

rather than their choices of particular schools (Lubienski, Gulosino & Weitzel, 2009). With this 

in mind, determining where charter schools are physically located within communities and 

investigating the potential strategies employed in choosing those locations can help gauge the 

                                                 
28

 For specific examples exploring how state and local contexts have influenced charter school decision-making see 

Lubienski, Gulosino and Weitzel (2009, p. 609-610). 
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degree to which market-style locational strategies promote equitable access to schools, especially 

in areas characterized by intense segregation and racial isolation.  

This study examines charter school locations in the state of New Jersey. New Jersey 

provides an appropriate place for examining charter schools’ locational decisions due to its long 

history of inequitable schooling caused by the state's housing patterns, population density, and 

funding disparities between rich and poor school districts, as well as the social and cultural 

diversity of its population. New Jersey has historically supported a school governance structure 

that places an extreme emphasis on local control when compared to other states. Its school 

districts tend to be small in size and closely follow municipal boundaries, resulting in substantial 

segregation by race and socio-economic status.
29

 “By any measure, New Jersey has one of the 

most segregated school systems in the country," according to David Sciarra, executive director of 

the New Jersey Education Law Center (Braun, May 19, 2011).
30

 Extensive Tiebout-sorting 

combined with widely-publicized school outcomes on state accountability measures provide 

charter school operators with clear markers for entering the educational marketplace and 

cultivating competitive advantages.  

At the same time, public education in New Jersey has been heavily shaped by a series of 

court cases and subsequent policy actions focused on improving educational equity. In 1981, The 

Education Law Center filed Abbott v. Burke on behalf of low-income children in New Jersey and 

                                                 
29

 For example, there are more school districts in New Jersey (590) than any other state with the exceptions of 

Texas (1,030), California (948), Illinois (868), New York (694), and Ohio (612). New Jersey has a lower schools-to-

district ratio (4.13) of any of these larger, more populous states and, in fact, only Montana, Maine, North Dakota, 

Vermont and Oklahoma—five primarily rural states—average fewer schools per district. 

 
30

 The Civil Rights Project identified New Jersey as one of the nation’s 10 most segregated states in Brown At 50: 

King’s Dream or Plessy’s Nightmare? (Orfield & Lee, 2004). Data from the National Center for Education Statistics 

shows that 66 percent of either African Americans or whites in New Jersey would have to move to another district in 

order to achieve racial balance in schools. Judged by these criteria, New Jersey ranks in the top 10 of most 

segregated states (PolitiFact, 2011).  
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challenged the state’s public school funding formula (Education Law Center, 2009). In 1990, the 

New Jersey Supreme Court ruled in Abbott II that the education provided to low-income children 

in New Jersey was unconstitutional. Court mandated remedies were limited to urban school 

districts serving low-income and minority students with an excessive tax for municipal services 

that had failed to demonstrate acceptable levels of performance on the New Jersey High School 

Proficiency Test. These districts became collectively known as Abbott districts. In Abbott IV 

(1997) and Abbott V (1998) court mandated remedies were further defined to include: per-pupil 

funding equivalent to the average of New Jersey’s highest income suburban school districts; 

universal preschool for 3- and 4-year-olds; supplemental programs for at-risk students, such as 

intensive early literacy programs, small class size, and social and health services; new and 

rehabilitated facilities; and state accountability for the timely implementation of a research-

based, national whole-school reform model, or local equivalent (Education Law Center, 2009). 

Map 3.1 displays the distribution of Abbott districts. They are mostly concentrated in large and 

midsized cities and urban fringe communities often viewed as hotbeds of educational need (see 

inset maps featuring Newark, Jersey City, Camden and Trenton metropolitan areas) although 

several Abbott districts are also found in rural and coastal regions deemed resource poor. 

New Jersey charter school reform emerged from within this unique state policy context—

one that has recognized and aggressively sought to remedy educational disparities across school 

districts and populations, but continues to struggle with how best to account for school 

governance structures emphasizing local control and allowing for naturally occurring inequities. 

From this perspective, New Jersey charter schools may be viewed as an attempt to improve 

public education without requiring substantial changes to existing institutions or the large-scale 
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redistribution of educational resources, which helps explain their appeal. Charter schools are 

expected to operate in parallel with traditional public schools, increasing competition for 

students and resources, but ultimately adding to the overall promise of public education. Such 

descriptions stand in stark contrast to past reform efforts, exemplified by the Abbott rulings, 

which challenged the very legitimacy of the public education system itself. Loud and contentious 

debates over school financing, student segregation, and educational outcomes, however, have 

raised questions about whether charter schools are truly a complimentary educational reform, or, 

in actuality, a direct attack on mainstream institutions. These questions highlight the need to 

better understand how New Jersey charter schools interact with their surrounding communities 

and the larger educational system. 

 

The New Jersey Charter School Program Act 

In 1995, the New Jersey Charter School Program Act provided for the creation of up to 

75 charter schools for the explicit purpose of providing students with new learning opportunities 

not available through traditional public education classrooms (N.J.S.A. 18A:36A).
31

 In 2000, the 

law was amended to allow for a maximum of 135 charter schools. Comparatively, there are 

2,486 public schools and 1,242 private and parochial schools in New Jersey (State of New Jersey 

Department of Education, 2011). According to New Jersey law, charter schools are authorized by 

the New Jersey Commissioner of Education, governed by a board of trustees and subject to 

oversight by the New Jersey Department of Education. Charter schools may be founded by 

teachers or parents within a given school district or by community members, institutes of higher 

                                                 
31

 Specifically, New Jersey law states that charter school reform is intended to achieve the following goals: improve 

student learning; increase educational choices for parents; promote different and innovative learning methods; 

establish new forms of accountability for schools; establish new professional opportunities for teachers; and identify 

the school as the unit of educational improvement (N.J.S.A. 18A:36A).  
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education, and/or private organizations in partnership with those teachers and parents. 

Traditional public schools may also covert to charter school status provided that 51% of a given 

school’s teaching staff and 51% of parents and guardians of enrolled students support becoming 

a charter school. All charters are initially awarded for a four year period (and then required to be 

renewed every five years), but may be closed by the Commissioner if they experience financial, 

governance or performance problems. Appendix A provides the full text of the New Jersey 

Charter School Program Act. 

During the 2006-07 school year, 52 charter schools were in operation in New Jersey. By 

September 2009, this number had risen to 68 charter schools in 15 of New Jersey’s 21 counties. 

Over 70% of operating charter schools are located in Abbott districts—areas formally classified 

as serving disadvantaged students. The strong presence of charter schools in Abbott districts is 

not surprising. First, as discussed in previous chapters, charter schools are expected to respond to 

consumer demand, which is often translated to mean the need for additional learning 

opportunities in under-resourced and lower-performing school districts. The Abbott decisions 

have clearly delineated areas of the state where higher-performing schools are most needed. 

Second, charter schools in New Jersey are tightly regulated at the state level as compared to 

many other states. The state has sanctioned only a single authorizer, the New Jersey 

Commissioner of Education, who is specifically charged with encouraging charter schools to 

locate in urban school districts.
32

 And, while state law does not specifically address the issue of 

educational equity beyond the implied benefit of improved educational outcomes, New Jersey is 

one of fourteen states to include racial balancing provisions in charter school legislation to limit 

                                                 
32

 It is important to note that although New Jersey charter schools are ultimately approved by the Commissioner of 

Education new schools are required to submit their applications to their district(s) of residence for review. Host 

district(s) are then invited to submit comments to the Commissioner as part of the application process. The role of 

local school districts in reviewing and commenting on charter school applications is expected to influence the 

Commissioner’s decision-making and the New Jersey’s overall pattern of charter school supply. 
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or eliminate racial isolation and imbalance in charter schools (Oluwole & Green, 2008). 

"Admissions policies of New Jersey charter schools must, to the maximum extent practicable, 

seek enrollment of a cross section of the community's school age population, including racial and 

academic factors (National Alliance for Public Charter Schools, 2010).” The New Jersey 

Commissioner of Education is responsible for determining whether a new charter will have a 

segregative effect on its district of residence, as well as districts sending students to a new 

charter school after it has begun operation. These expectations combined with the overarching 

goal of leveraging charter schools to improve educational outcomes appears to have fostered a 

fairly robust accountability system that encourages new schools to locate in low-income districts 

and focus on fulfilling state policy guidelines.
33

 Thirty-six previously approved charter schools, 

or more than one-third (35%), have been closed (State of New Jersey Department of Education, 

2011), more than twice the national average of 14% (Center for Education Reform, 2010).
34

 

It is also important to note that New Jersey law establishes charter schools as independent 

school districts eligible for 90% of per-pupil funding in enrolled students’ home districts, as well 

as categorical aid and other state funding sources. (The state is responsible for paying per-pupil 

expenditures for students not previously enrolled in the public education system).  This is not to 

suggest that charter schools do not rely on local educational services (e.g. transportation, 

facilities, extracurricular programs) or are unlikely to be influenced by local politics and 

institutions, but the fact that they are only accountable to state governance and financing 

                                                 
33

 For further reading on the pressures faced by charter schools to conform to normative definitions of successful 

schooling and attend to prevailing educational goals see Huerta and d’Entremont (2010) and Huerta and Zuckerman 

(2009).  

 
34

 Of the 36 charter schools that have been closed: five charter schools were approved, found unprepared to open, 

and denied a final granting charter; 11 charter schools had their charters revoked by the New Jersey Commissioner 

of Education; 17 charter schools voluntarily surrendered their charters; and three charter schools did not have their 

charters renewed. 
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structures means that variations in local attitudes and behaviors toward charter schools may play 

a lesser role in shaping school decisions than larger state policy goals. 

Combined, the above factors have in effect aligned fiscal incentives for charter schools 

with the larger educational mission of reform. New Jersey charter schools have been presented 

with clearly-defined and seemingly thriving marketplaces where they can expect to find strong 

demand for school choice and openness to new educational strategies. Abbott districts are also 

the target of state education reforms designed to alleviate the negative consequences of 

concentrated school poverty. Many charter schools prioritize working with disadvantaged 

students and may view these districts as appropriate locations for fulfilling their mission. Both of 

these points are substantiated by the realization that New Jersey law requires charter schools to 

give seat preference to students residing in their host district. Of the 47 charter schools where 

information on students’ district of origin is readily available, 37 (79%) report that more than 

95% of enrolled students are from their district of residence (State of New Jersey Department of 

Education, 2011). This means that “successful” or oversubscribed charter schools with waiting 

lists are essentially limited to a single district or authorized region, creating incentives to locate 

in those school districts where there is an obvious pool of potential customers and evidence of 

support for charter schools.  

Of course, potential motivations for charter schools to cluster in Abbott districts should 

not be overstated. It is important to remember that charter schools are not eligible for state aid 

provided directly to Abbott districts. Buckley (2007) found that during the 2004-05 school year, 

for example, Abbott districts received $11,298 in foundation education funding per student 

compared to $7,648 for charter schools located in Abbott districts, a difference of $3,650.
35

  

                                                 
35

 The Center for Education Reform, a pro-charter school organization, has  reported that statewide per-pupil 

funding for New Jersey charter schools is closer to 80% of per-pupil district aid than the legislatively mandated 90% 
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Such funding disparities create disincentives for charter schools to locate near well-financed 

traditional public schools that are the target of state education reforms. One could argue that the 

overwhelming presence of charter schools in Abbott districts is actually evidence of a lack of 

market savvy and/or tendency to put school missions above profit incentives. They might be 

better off identifying school districts that have the same level of educational need as Abbott 

districts (e.g. Atlantic City), but and do not receive the same level of public support. 

That said, it is clear that Abbott districts are overwhelmingly found at the tail end of state 

distributions when examined against common measures of social and economic disadvantage. 

Table 3.1 provides information on Abbott districts’ settings, total schools, student enrollments, 

percent of African American and low-income students, per-pupil expenditures, and percent of 

federal and state aid that makes up total educational funding.
36

  Marked differences are shown 

between Abbott districts and general state trends. Abbott districts tend to be larger than non-

Abbott school districts. Despite accounting for less than five percent of all school districts in 

New Jersey (31 out of 591) they enroll close to one-fifth of all public school students (NJDOE, 

2011). It is also clear that the vast majority of Abbott districts are found in urban areas and 

contain large proportions of low-income and minority students, Twenty-five out of 31 (80.6%) 

Abbott districts, for example, contain greater than 50% low-income students. This does not mean   

                                                                                                                                                             
because charter schools are not eligible to receive state adjustment aid provided through the School Funding Reform 

Act of 2008 (Center for Education Reform, 2010). In response to recent Abbott rulings, New Jersey enacted a new 

school funding formula that distributes state aid to school districts based on a per-pupil adequacy budget that 

includes weights for at-risk students (i.e. eligible for free and reduced lunch), English-language learners, and special 

education students.  

 
36

 Table 3.1 does not account for differences between Abbott and non-Abbott districts. State totals are the result of 

data drawn from both Abbott and non-Abbott districts. The purpose of Table 3.1 is not to suggest that all non-Abbott 

districts share the same qualities or possess greater local resources than all Abbott districts. Rather, the purpose of 

Table 3.1 is to identify specific school districts classified as serving resource poor communities and document their 

deviations from dominant state trends to help explain why they may prove attractive to charter schools.  
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Table 3.1  New Jersey's Abbott Districts, 1999-2000 

District 

Name 

Total 

Schools 
Setting Students 

% 

African 

American 

% Low-

Income 

Per-pupil 

Expenditures 

% State  

& Federal 

Support 

State Totals 2,222 NA 1,255,378 17.65% 27.81% $11,106 34.60% 

Non-Abbott 

Districts 
1,775 NA 969,572 10.04% 15.29% $11,021 31.90% 

Abbott 

Districts 
447 NA 279,915 44.39% 71.77% $12,525 74.20% 

Asbury Park 6 Urban fringe 3,268 84.15% 83.17% $17,695 82.38% 

Bridgeton 7 Midsize city 4,108 57.52% 74.88% $11,968 89.17% 

Burlington 5 Urban fringe 3,068 32.17% 13.95% $1 1,490 52.90% 

Camden 33 Midsize city 18,393 57.20% 84.67% $12,832 94.78% 

Orange 9 Urban fringe 4,401 91.41% 73.21% $13,226 84.07% 

East Orange 19 Urban fringe 11,427 94.63% 77.02% $13,261 82.85% 

Elizabeth 25 Urban fringe 19,075 26.13% 74.34% $15,118 61.55% 

Garfield 7 Urban fringe 3,874 5.01% 50.44% $10,599 56.16% 

Gloucester 3 Urban fringe 2,096 0.24% 44.90% $11,861 82.16% 

Harrison 3 Urban fringe 1,849 0.49% 31.04% $11,295 57.23% 

Hoboken 6 Urban fringe 2,425 15.55% 75.84% $16,659 31.66% 

Irvington 12 Urban fringe 7,757 90.67% 74.54% $11,384 80.72% 

Jersey City 38 Midsize city 31,669 39.04% 72.55% $12,568 73.84% 

Keansburg 4 Urban fringe 1,978 4.45% 55.56% $11,522 79.87% 

Long Branch 9 Urban fringe 4,723 34.13% 64.13% $11,621 63.10% 

Millville 10 Midsize city 5,849 23.92% 45.48% $10,807 78.57% 

Neptune 7 Urban fringe 4,073 62.41% 44.98% $7,562 31.72% 

New 

Brunswick 
10 Urban fringe 5,407 41.13% 79.99% $13,666 66.52% 

Newark 76 Large city 42,101 61.93% 80.28% $13,948 84.88% 

Passaic 15 Urban fringe 10,308 15.96% 84.44% $11,807 88.38% 

Paterson 35 Urban fringe 24,563 40.40% 77.80% $12,088 82.75% 

Pemberton 11 Urban fringe 5,644 29.22% 39.90% $12,510 81.56% 

Perth Amboy 9 Urban fringe 8,195 8.58% 81.98% $13,705 82.02% 

Phillipsburg 6 Urban fringe 3,309 5.35% 35.42% $12,277 65.46% 

Plainfield 13 Urban fringe 7,478 78.03% 58.24% $12,468 75.31% 

Pleasantville 6 Urban fringe 3,801 71.88% 77.48% $11,935 82.88% 

Salem City 3 Urban fringe 1,408 65.20% 73.30% $12,191 73.87% 

Trenton 23 Midsize city 11,930 70.22% 68.99% $13,812 85.55% 

Union City 11 Urban fringe 10,554 0.93% 79.81% $11,271 85.64% 

Vineland 19 Midsize city 9,308 19.38% 54.37% $13,048 82.99% 

West New 

York 
7 Urban fringe 5,876 0.73% 69.33% $12,089 81.45% 

Source: National Center for Education Statistics, Common Core of Data, 2011 
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that all Abbott districts share same traits or produce the same educational outcomes or that 

charter schools are likely to view all Abbott districts as identical educational markets. Given the 

long history of litigation in New Jersey, some Abbott districts previously classified as low-

income have seen economic recoveries, while some non-Abbott districts have gone through 

economic declines. Hoboken has become a popular community among young professionals 

commuting to New York, for example, and perhaps as a result of a stronger local tax base 

supports per pupil expenditures considerably higher than most other Abbott districts. 

Acknowledging such deviations, charter schools have clearly responded to general trends 

characterizing Abbott districts and identified these spaces as viable educational markets. Careful 

examination of a select sample of charter schools in Abbott districts will help reduce noise and 

control for factor conditions describing areas that are unlikely to contain charter schools. 

In sum, the policy context in New Jersey allows me to isolate and observe charter school 

behaviors in highly segregated areas formally recognized as serving at-risk students, and assess 

the potential for market-like strategies to effectively provide new educational opportunities. As 

discussed in the last chapter, research suggests charter schools may have incentives to cluster in 

areas where they can effectively balance demand for services with the negative effects of 

increased competition. Investigating the potential for such behavior requires looking beyond 

district level data and examining where charter schools locate within districts. The presence of 

Abbott districts in New Jersey helps clarify which communities are most likely to attract charter 

schools and provides a useful test case for examining whether charter schools strategically 

position themselves within designated high-need areas.  

These same advantages, however, do limit the applicability of research findings to other state 

contexts. Researchers have shown that differences in state demographics, cultural contexts, 
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political behaviors, and state policies all shape responses to charter school reform. Stoddard and 

Corcoran (2007) found greater support for charter school legislation and greater participation in 

charter schools, for example, in states with increasing population heterogeneity and income 

inequality and persistently low school performance. It is not difficult to imagine these same 

factors, uniquely addressed in New Jersey through the designation of Abbott districts, also 

having a differentiated impact on charter school decision-making and supply. Further, aside from 

the presence of Abbott districts, there are important differences between New Jersey’s charter 

school legislation and the laws and regulations governing charter schools in other states. Charter 

school laws vary in the total number of new schools permitted at the state level and within local 

districts, the authorization procedures established for approving new schools, the amount a fiscal 

and operational autonomy granted, and the amount of funding provided (Center for Education 

Reform, 2012). This dissertation does not fully address the particular role the New Jersey 

Charter School Program Act may play in shaping New Jersey’s charter school supply. Future 

research will be needed to better understand how differences in educational, economic, political, 

and cultural contexts across states influence charter schools’ operational and locational decisions.  

 

Introducing Geographic Information Systems (GIS) 

Geographic information systems (GIS) is a set of tools that may be used to explore and 

analyze spatial relationships across variables and, in the case of this study, describe policy 

contexts that surround and shape New Jersey charter schools. Commonly applied through 

computer software programs, GIS may be used to capture, store, manipulate, model and display 

geographic information made up of multiple layers or sets of geographic objects (Ornsby, 

Napoleon, Burke, Groessl & Feaster, 2001). Layers may contain features, which are discrete 
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shapes represented as points, lines, or polygons, or unbounded surfaces represented as rasters or 

matrices of identically shaped square cells that divide surface areas into measurable values. For 

example, GIS can present data as a map where cities are symbolized as points, streets and rivers 

as lines, and states as polygons, and topographical features without distinct shapes, such as 

elevation, temperature, or ocean depth, as colored surfaces of varying intensity. A principal 

advantage of using GIS to address spatially oriented questions (which  helps explain its rising 

popularity as a research tool) is that geographic information may be joined to tabular data 

through common fields or columns (Gulosino, 2008), allowing multiple data sources to be added 

to one or more layers and displayed simultaneously in a single map or visual. The result is a 

richer understanding of the interdependencies that define economic, political and social life. As 

Lubienski and Gulosino (2007, p. 5) have noted, “using geo-spatial approaches offers an 

advantage in analyzing data, not only in that it sets data within context, but it allows researchers 

to both test hypotheses as well as to discern unanticipated patterns in the data that might not be 

apparent using traditional statistical approaches.”  

This is not to say, however, that GIS simply adds color to our understanding of social 

phenomena. Anselin, Sridharan, and Gholston (2007, p. 290) have explained that GIS advances 

scientific inquiry in three ways. First, it facilitates data integration. As statistical modeling has 

become increasingly sophisticated, there has been wide recognition of the need to account for 

variables at different levels or scales and across space. Identifying models that meet such criteria 

can be extremely difficult. Spatial data mining using GIS may prove preferable to relying on 

traditional descriptive statistics and hypothesis testing to examine relationships among variables, 

especially when it is difficult to identify appropriate measures or control for spatial interactions. 

Poorly specified models may lead to biased findings.  
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Second, GIS may be used to conduct exploratory spatial data analysis (ESDA). One 

example of the usefulness of ESDA is in addressing spatial autocorrelation. A common problem 

with traditional statistical analyses that rely on spatially organized data is that measures from 

adjacent units tend to be correlated. Defined as spatial autocorrelation, this tendency violates the 

assumption of unit independence and if left uncorrected increases the likelihood of Type I error, 

in the case of positive spatial autocorrelation, and Type II error, in the case of negative 

autocorrelation (Freisthler, Levy, Gruenewald, & Chow, 2006).
37

 ESDA takes a more rigorous 

approach to analyzing spatial relationships by using GIS tools to examine “neighbor effects.” For 

example, surface maps and statistical graphic tools may be used to assess data variability, 

distribution, and correlation, as well as large scale trends; buffer rings may be drawn around 

features to better define relationships within surrounding environments; and spatial analyst tools 

may apply statistical methods, such as Moran’s I (explained below), to specifically test for 

autocorrelation and identify clusters and spatial outliers (Gulosino, 2008).  

Third, confirmatory spatial data analysis (CSDA) relies on spatial modeling techniques, 

like spatial lag models, and helps control for spatial autocorrelation and spatial heterogeneity in 

GLS regression analyses. Crowder and South (2008), for example, analyzed merged data from 

the Panel Study of Income Dynamics and the U.S. Census using a cross-regressive model based 

on spatially lagged independent variables to consider the influence of minority populations on 

white migration. The authors observed that although greater concentrations of minority residents 

within neighborhoods increase the likelihood of white flight, increased concentrations of 

                                                 
37

 Positive spatial autocorrelation occurs when variables describing adjacent units have the same or similar 

measures. Positive autocorrelation increases the possibility of Type I error, finding a statistically significant 

relationship when none exists. Negative spatial autocorrelation occurs when variables describing adjacent spatial 

units are inversely related. Imagine city blocks as a checkerboard alternating between black and white squares. 

Negative autocorrelation increases the possibility of Type II error, failing to find a statistically significant 

relationship when one exists (Freisthler, Levy, Gruenewald, & Chow, 2006).   
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minority residents in surrounding neighborhoods also prevented whites from moving. White 

migration was thus seen as a delicate balance of changing circumstances in residents own 

neighborhood and surrounding communities. 

Of course, studies that rely heavily on GIS may face several limitations. Krivoruchko and 

Gotway (2002) have noted that spatial analyses produced through GIS may lead to increased 

variability and uncertainty in subsequent analyses. For example, buffer rings drawn around 

features or clusters of features in order to define markets, neighborhoods, or school catchment 

zones often rely on arbitrary distances; Proximity functions used to pinpoint the locations of 

clusters may not produce reliable estimates of point data; and polygon overlay tools that allow 

users to create and display new geometrical shapes based on existing geographic objects and 

their attributes may not be supported by adequate theory. Even simple address matching used to 

place points on maps often fails to achieve 100% accuracy, resulting in subtle shifts in the 

presentation of data that may misrepresent spatial relationships over time. All of these potential 

pitfalls may been seen as part of a larger unfortunate trend on the part of some researchers to use 

GIS to explore data without clearly articulating what they expect to find or establishing potential 

counter-hypotheses, leading to post-hoc analyses that only serve to reinforce conventional 

understanding. For these reasons, scholars have discussed the need to move spatial analyses 

beyond mapping and develop and apply more sophisticated approaches to analyzing data 

expected of other research methods (Anselin, 2000; Henig, 2009).  

Acknowledging these limitations, GIS remains a valuable tool for exploring and/or 

testing theoretical constructs and applying new analytic techniques. As computers and user-

friendly software programs have become more affordable and spatial data more widely available, 

researchers in fields ranging from criminology to epidemiology to political science to business 
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and marketing have increasingly turned to GIS for organizing, integrating and visually 

displaying data (Anselin, 2000; Goodchild, 2000; Lubienski & Dougherty, 2009; Parsons, 

Chalkley, & Jones, 2000). And yet, somewhat surprisingly, researchers and policymakers in the 

field of education have been slow to recognize the benefits of spatial analysis, despite the fact 

that many of the most visible and controversial issues in education, such as school choice plans 

and their potential affect on racial/ethnic segregation, possess clear spatial components. A large 

body of research has shown that educational resources, student enrollments and school 

performance are strongly correlated with the socio-economic characteristics that describe 

surrounding communities (Goldring, Cohen-Vogel, Smrekar, & Taylor, 2006). Geography plays 

a prominent role in determining where families send their children to school, how schools 

themselves respond to consumer demand and increased competition, and what steps state and 

local leaders may take to regulate education policy and spur school improvement. Without a 

significant understanding of the spatial patterns that determine student enrollments and school 

supply, it is difficult to see how new educational opportunities can be effectively leveraged 

through choice. 

GIS as an analytic tool is not entirely absent from the study of school choice, it is simply 

in its infancy. As described in the previous chapter, Cobb and Glass (1999) used GIS to compare 

student enrollments in 55 urban and 57 rural charter schools to their adjacent public schools and 

found evidence that charter schools over-represented white students. Goldring, Cohen-Vogel, 

Smrekar, and Taylor (2006) used data from the 2000 Census to create maps examining assets and 

liabilities in student assignment zones. They determined that following the elimination of busing 

in a Southern school district, African-American children were more likely to be assigned to 

schools in high-risk communities. Lubienski and Gulosino (2007) mapped the physical location 
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of charter schools relative to particular educational and demographic characteristics and 

observed that most charter schools in the Detroit metropolitan area targeted student populations 

where they are assumed to have a competitive advantage. Gulosino (2008) also used GIS to 

determine that New York City charter schools tend to locate in high-poverty areas, but also in 

areas with greater access to public resources and non-profit organizations.  

 More recently, burgeoning interest in GIS led to the 2009 publication of a special issue of 

the American Journal of Education (AJE) for the stated purpose of bringing “geo-spatial analytic 

approaches more squarely into the enterprise of education research” with a specific focus on 

improving understanding of school choice policies (Lubienski & Dougherty, 2009, p. 487).
38

 In 

this issue of AJE, Taylor (2009) used GIS to map the context and patterns of school choice and 

competition in one urban educational market in the United Kingdom. He found evidence of both 

increased and reduced student segregation across schools, but also found that “losing” schools 

(i.e. those schools that lost more students than they gained) were more likely to enroll low-

income students leading to the potential ghettoization of poor children. Bell (2009) examined 

student level data and used GIS analytic tools to determine that families select from only a small 

fraction of schools in their immediate surrounding area (< 2 miles) and generally prioritized 

matching a child to a preferred school over travel distance. Sohoni and Saporito (2009) examined 

the effect of student enrollments in non-neighborhood schools on racial segregation across urban 

school districts. They used GIS to link elementary, middle school and high school attendance 

boundaries to 2000 census data and produced evidence that public schools would be less racially 

segregated if all children attended their neighborhood schools. Finally, Lubienski, Gulosino and 

Weitzel (2009) used GIS processes to link school locations to socio-economic data describing 

three urban school districts and demonstrated that competitive marketplaces vary according to 

                                                 
38

 For further reading see American Journal of Education, 115(4) from August, 2009. 
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contextual factors. However, they did find evidence that in all three districts charter schools 

embraced strategies for excluding at-risk students to enhance their market position. 

These studies represent an exciting time in educational research where spatial analyses 

are opening new doors to understanding educational processes and outcomes and confronting 

potential biases resulting from autocorrelation and spatial heterogeneity that may be embedded in 

traditional theory. Despite our rapidly shrinking world, public schooling remains largely a local 

endeavor where certain activities and transactions are heavily reliant on personal relationships 

and an intimate knowledge of school environments. Continued reliance of social networks, 

cooperative behaviors, and local governance structures to establish and manage families’ 

schooling options is a reminder of the lack of true independence among actors in the educational 

marketplace and that behaviors are in all likelihood heavily influenced by the perceived character 

of neighboring schools and communities. Spatial analysis using GIS is a reasonable approach to 

exploring charter school behaviors in varying policy contexts.  

 

Data and Methods 

To facilitate use in GIS and better understand the location and distribution of charter 

schools within the educational marketplace, I created a data table of attributes describing all New 

Jersey schools for the 2009-2010 school year. I collected data from publicly-available sources 

including the State of New Jersey Department of Education (NJDOE), the National Center for 

Education Statistics (NCES) and the 2000 Census and used the software program ArcGIS 

developed by Environmental Services Research Institute, Inc. (ESRI), as well as the open source 

software programs GeoDa and R to conduct my analysis. NJDOE maintains contact information 

for all traditional public, charter and private schools and annually collects enrollment 
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information on a host of socio-economic variables. The NCES also collects data on school 

locations and student characteristics, as well as reports some district level data collected by the 

United States Census (e.g. education level, employment status, household income, occupancy 

rates, and poverty status). The 2000 Census itself collects data at multiple geographic or spatial 

levels (e.g. state, county, census tract, and census block group) and reports on a greater diversity 

of demographic and household characteristics than provided by NCES. Equally important, the 

2000 Census maintains TIGER/Line shapefiles containing geographic information (e.g. points, 

lines, polygons) used to define spatial units and place objects on maps with x and y coordinates 

through the process of geocoding. When possible, I cross-referenced information collected 

and/or reported by multiple data sources to ensure accuracy. 

I began my analysis by linking New Jersey school attributes, including locational fields 

for street address and ZIP code, to data describing the school age population (i.e. children under 

age 18) of surrounding spatial units.
39

 This step was performed through the geospatial process of 

a spatial join. A spatial join connects attributes describing one feature in a given layer to 

attributes describing another feature. It is a useful method for linking features with different 

geometric shapes. In this analysis, I matched school districts, census tracts, and block groups, 

represented as polygons to schools represented as points on the same coordinate system. The 

spatial join assigned the data attributes for each polygon to a point or points of interest within its 

                                                 
39

 My reasons for defining the school age population as the percentage of all children under age 18, including those 

under age five, were twofold. First, Abbott districts are required to provide universal pre-kindergarten for all 3- and 

4-year olds. Since the majority of New Jersey charter schools are located in Abbott districts, I felt it appropriate to 

include preschool-aged children as potential consumers in my analyses. Second, I used the school age population to 

construct a number of other variables representing socio-economic trends and competition levels at multiple 

geographic scales. Data limitations led me to include all children under age 5 as part of the school going population 

to ensure consistency across measurements and calculations. Given that very young children represent future 

consumers and I have hypothesized that charter schools behave as rational actors, I feel that my decision to represent 

the school age population as including all children under age 18 was appropriate and produced a reasonable measure 

of market size that did not distort findings. My approach is also consistent with previous spatial analyses of charter 

school supply (see Lubienski, Gulosino & Weitzel, 2009).  
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boundaries. The result was an updated New Jersey school attributes table containing additional 

fields describing the characteristics of each school and its surrounding areas, allowing for direct 

comparisons through mapping, as well as more sophisticated spatial and statistical analyses.  

 

Charter school positioning 

I then used ESDA research techniques to compare minority and non-minority enrollments 

in charter schools to the school age population in surrounding areas at three spatial scales: the 

school district, census tract, and census block group. The advantage of this approach is that it 

allowed me to examine charter school enrollments across several benchmarks: school districts 

house the primary seat of local school governance; census tracts represent an imperfect, but 

reasonable school attendance zone; and, census block groups define charter schools immediate 

surrounding neighborhood. Table 3.2 summarizes the ranges of population and area at the three 

scales.  

 

Table 3.2   Population and Area for Geographic Scales   

 Population Area (sq. miles) 

Area  Scale Max Min Mean Max Min Mean 

School District 273,545 5,747 127,305 210.39 1.58 21.51 

Census Tract 9,330 838 4,317 40.61 .06 1.69 

Block Group 2,896 267 1,258 9.54 .03 .47 

Source: United States Census 2000 

 

I produced descriptive statistics (e.g. maximum, minimum, mean, and standard deviation) 

at each spatial scale and mapped charter school locations across multiple contexts to test the 

assumption supported by previous research that charter school enrollments differ markedly from 
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the racial/ethnic make-up of their surrounding areas. I examined charter schools in majority 

African American (> 80%), racially diverse (20% ≤ African American ≤ 80%), and minority 

African American (< 20%) neighborhoods, accounting for the possibility that student sorting is 

influenced by pre-existing patterns of student segregation (Renzulli & Evans, 2005). All maps 

use conventional symbology and display categorized charter school point features by unique 

shapes and colors.  

The purpose of this analysis is to broaden current debates on the potential segregative 

effect of charter schools by accounting for the likelihood that student sorting varies across 

settings and spatial scales. Despite substantial research into racial sorting in charter schools, few 

studies have fully acknowledged the spatial contexts in which school offerings are provided and 

families’ choices are made. GIS allowed me to simultaneously observe charter schools’ 

immediate and adjacent areas from the neighborhood to the school district level, providing a 

fuller account of how charter schools may engage local communities and enhance (or limit) 

student access to new learning opportunities. Understanding how schools and students are 

distributed both within and across educational markets is a necessary precursor to more rigorous 

studies of New Jersey’s charter school supply. I chose to first examine potential disconnects in 

the racial/ethnic make-up of schools and their surrounding areas, because educational equity has 

been traditionally defined in such terms. This analysis, including decisions around the 

identification and categorization of spatial contexts, is discussed in greater detail in chapter 4. 

 

Spatial analyses of charter school locations 

Evidence that charter schools enroll higher proportions of African American students 

than reside in their surrounding communities across all levels and contexts led to three separate 
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investigations into New Jersey’s charter school supply of increasing sophistication and rigor. 

First, I again used ESDA techniques to explore potential associations between charter school 

locations and their immediate and surrounding neighborhoods at the census block group level. I 

produced descriptive statistics (e.g. maximum, minimum, mean, and standard deviation) for a 

broader range of demographic and socio-economic variables serving as proxies for educational 

quality and need and conducted T-tests of unequal variance to examine differences in population 

means across school types. I focused attention on census block groups because it is here that 

student sorting was most severe. I also examined traditional public and private schools, allowing 

charter school environments to be directly compared to schooling alternatives within the 

mainstream public system, as well as the larger educational marketplace. Along with state totals, 

I ran separate analyses for non-Abbott and Abbott school districts to again account for variations 

in spatial contexts, especially among those schools operating in areas formally designated as 

low-performing and serving at-risk students. I used findings from this analysis to identify 

neighborhood attributes (e.g. race/ethnicity) most likely to influence New Jersey’s charter school 

supply. 

Second, I applied Moran’s I statistic to test for spatial dependence or autocorrelation 

among key attributes identified in the previous analysis and thought to influence charter school 

locations. Moran’s I is defined as follows: 

 

        
 

     
 
   

 
   

       
 
   

 
     
          

   

 

 

where z represents the deviation of an attribute for block group i from its mean (xi -   ), w is the 

spatial weight between block group i and block group j, and n  the total number of features 
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examined (ESRI, 2010). An index is produced ranging from +1.0 indicating strong positive 

autocorrelation or clustering to 0 indicating a random pattern to -1.0 indicating a strong negative 

autocorrelation or dispersal, and a Z score is calculated to test for statistical significance 

(Gulosino, 2008). Tests for autocorrelation were conducted for all block groups in Abbott school 

districts.
40

  

In addition, I applied Local Moran’s I statistic to account for clustering within datasets. 

Hotspots (i.e. local clusters) and spatial outliers were mapped to illustrate where autocorrelation 

among neighborhood attributes associated with charter school locations achieved statistical 

significance (p ≤ .05). This step was used to confirm preliminary findings and determine whether 

New Jersey charter schools tend cluster in “like” neighborhoods, demonstrating evidence of 

strategic decision-making, or tend to be randomly distributed. It is important to note that while 

findings may simply confirm trends that appear obvious through “basic” mapping, it allows 

researchers to move beyond the “eyeball test” and check their interpretations and preconceptions 

by producing more valid measures of spatial relationships.  

For this second analysis, I produced a series of maps for a purposive sample of charter 

schools located in the Camden, Newark, and Trenton metropolitan areas (see Map 3.1).
41

 These 

districts are large in size, broadly distributed throughout the state, and enroll a significant 

proportion of the state’s school age population–10% of public school students and 55% of New 

Jersey charter schools. They are expected to be representative of charter school behaviors in the 

very areas where they are most likely to locate. These maps differ from more conventional visual 

displays because they account for spatial dependence among block groups. That is, statistical 

                                                 
40

 Evidence of charter school clustering in non-Abbott districts did not warrant this same level of analysis. This point 

is addressed in greater detail in chapter 4. 

 
41

As defined in this study, the three metropolitan areas contain the following Abbott districts: Camden, East Orange, 

Elizabeth, Gloucester, Hoboken, Irvington, Jersey City, Newark, Orange, Trenton, Union, and West New York. 
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methods were used to identify neighborhood clusters within school districts sharing common 

bonds, such as low-income or African American neighborhoods. Tests for autocorrelation also 

help identify appropriate neighborhood distances for use in other spatial analyses, neighborhood 

clusters or educational markets can be set at distances where spatial dependence is strongest (e.g. 

highest Z-scores), and lend insight into the appropriateness of various statistical methods.  

Third, I used logistic regression to predict charter school locations and identify 

neighborhood attributes associated with these decisions. Models were based on findings gathered 

from the first two spatial analyses described above. Spatial lags were included in logistic 

regression models to account for the potential impact of both charter schools’ immediate and 

adjacent block groups. The basic model, sometimes referred to as a spatial cross-regressive 

model, was defined as follows: 

 

                              

 

where    is the dependent variable and identifies whether a charter school is present in the i
th
 

block group and     is the linear predictor, a vector of independent variables and their 

coefficients describing all local spatial units (i.e. block groups containing charter schools). 

       is a spatial lag operator.
42

 That is,     is a spatial weights matrix that summarizes 

relationships among local spatial units and all adjacent units, defined as those sharing common 

borders, for a key set of variables. In this analysis, spatial weights were produced by taking the 

                                                 
42

Crowder and South (2008, p.796) note that a potentially more common approach to modeling spatial 

autocorrelation is to “include a spatially lagged measure of the outcome variable of interest as a predictor to assess 

the degree in which the value of the dependent variable is determined by the value of the dependent variable in 

nearby areas.” However, logistic regression models that predict a specific outcome for a dichotomous variable rather 

than a continuous variable present challenges in using this approach. Instead, identifying models with spatially 

lagged versions of key independent variables can be used. 
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average value of all adjacent units for a given variable.   is a vector of coefficients describing 

these spatial units. 

This spatial cross-regressive model has an advantage over more conventional approaches 

to logistic regression analysis in that it may be used to specify separate effects for immediate and 

adjacent spatial units, providing a fuller understanding of the contextual characteristics that 

describe charter school locations and likely influence school level behaviors. In other words, the 

model doesn’t just account for “neighbor effects,” but distinguishes their influence from other 

factors. In doing so, it addresses the tendency of traditional regression analyses to ignore 

autocorrelation and assume unit independence among spatially organized data, potentially 

leading to biased findings. 

In all three analyses, I primarily focused on variables associated with educational need 

and quality and neighborhood diversity, which served as proxies for vertical and horizontal 

product differentiation and allowed me to test the hypothesis that charter schools strategically 

position themselves within school districts and neighborhoods to gain competitive advantages. 

Specifically, I relied on five socio-economic and demographic factors to examine vertical 

product differentiation:  

 % African-American; 

 % with less than a high school degree; 

 % single-headed households; 

 % unemployed; and 

 % receiving public assistance. 
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I examined each variable individually, as well as combined them into a socio-economic need 

(SES) index by summing the all five variables to create a single value (Lubienski, Gulosino & 

Weitzel, 2009). As noted earlier, families, schools, and policymakers often use race/ethnicity and 

social class to anticipate local needs and assess school quality. To examine horizontal product 

differentiation, I created a neighborhood diversity index adapted from the Herfindahl-Hirshman 

index used to measure heterogeneity among local populations. Previous research has shown that 

families are more likely to exercise choice in heterogeneous communities and charter schools 

may be better able to take advantage of niche markets (as discussed in chapter two) in areas 

where there are a greater range of schooling preferences. The neighborhood diversity index is 

defined as follows: 

 

       
 

 

   
 

 

where s is the proportion of individuals of race/ethnicity i in a given population and n is the total 

number of racial/ethnic categories. Four racial/ethnic categories—white, black, Hispanic and 

Asian—were included in the creation of this index. The inverse of n was subtracted from the 

numerator and denominator to create a normalized index ranging from 0 to 1 where 0 indicates a 

diverse environment with all racial/ethnic categories accounting for equal shares of a given 

population and 1 indicates a case of extreme segregation with one racial/ethnic category 

describing the entire population.  

I included additional variables in my analyses to help account for the size and stability of 

educational markets, as well as local resource availability. As established above, the percent of 

children under age 18 served as a proxy for market size, recording the proportion of “natural 
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consumers” in a given space. I included the percent of Hispanic school age residents as an 

additional measure of race/ethnicity and educational attainment, particularly percent with a 

Bachelor’s degree, as a proxy for social class, workforce preparation, and social capital. 

Educational attainment has been shown to be an important determinant of social capital and 

strongly correlated with civic engagement in all forms, which may include founding charter 

schools (Schneider, Teske, Marschall, Mintrom & Roch, 1997; Putnam, 1995). I accounted for 

the practical constraints charter schools may face when founding a school by measuring the 

percent of vacant units in a given space. Previous research has identified vacancy rates as a 

useful proxy for estimating the economic cost of entering the marketplace at a given location 

because it accounts for both rented and owner-occupied units and can be measured at a high 

spatial resolution, assigning specific values to census tract or block group centroid points. Using 

this method, Lubienski, Gulosino, and Weitzel (2010), for example, demonstrated that charter 

schools tended to located in areas with higher vacancy rates and perceived lower entry costs in 

Detroit and Washington D.C. I used the percent of students enrolled in private schools to 

measure local competition levels under the assumption that new schools may avoid areas where 

competition is high, and, finally, at various points in my analysis substituted median income for 

the socio-economic need index to provide an additional measure of economic need and available 

resources that was not dependent on multiple computational steps. 

The manipulation and use of all variables in each spatial analysis is discussed in greater 

detail in chapter 5 where findings are presented and tables and maps are provided to help with 

understanding and interpretations.
43

 

                                                 
43

 It is important to note that information gained in each analysis was used to refine and narrow the list of 

independent variables.  For example, descriptive statistics and initial maps strongly suggested that the percent of 

African American school age residents, as well as SES need index scores and diversity index scores are most highly 
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Accounting for Differences among Charter Schools 

 It is important to note that this study faces several limitations. Principally, the 

methodology employed does not permit the drawing of causal inferences to explain why charter 

schools are located in specific spatial units. The inability to directly observe charter school 

operators inner motivations in choosing school locations or attribute causation to their perceived 

behaviors presents substantial challenges in properly identifying factors that underlie charter 

school supply. Conventional strategies for gathering data, such as interviews and surveys, are 

prone to response bias and likely of limited use. An apt comparison to this dilemma is the 

challenge researchers’ face in identifying the primary factors that guide parents’ school choices. 

Surveys of parents’ values and schooling preferences have repeatedly demonstrated strong 

demand for school quality (e.g. high standards and achievement outcomes, safe environments, 

good teachers), however, observations of choice behaviors suggest that parents are also sensitive 

to peer group composition and may avoid schools with large numbers of low-income and 

minority students (Schneider & Buckley, 2002).
44

 Further, concerns about race and class are 

entangled with common definitions for high-performing schools, leading to far more complex 

relationships than can easily be teased out in questionnaires. For example, Glazerman (1997) 

produced evidence that although parents’ tend to select schools with higher test scores, their 

responsiveness to racial characteristics increases as children became more isolated and identified 

with smaller minority groups. Given that decision-making in charter schools is similarly tied-up 

                                                                                                                                                             
correlated with charter school locations. For these reasons, maps of charter school locations in the Camden, Newark, 

and Trenton metropolitan areas presented in subsequent chapters focus on these three variables. 
44

 For further reading on parents’ reported motivations for choosing particular schools see Armor and Peiser (1998); 

Greene, Howell, and Peterson (1998); Kleitz, Weiher, Tedin and Matland (2000); Schneider, Marschall, Teske and 

Roch (1998); and Vanourek, Manno, Finn and Bierlein (1998). For further reading on parents’ observed behaviors in 

choosing schools see Fossey (1994); Glazerman (1997); Henig (1990); and Weiher and Tedin (2002).  
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in issues of race and class and sensitive to state oversight, it is expected that school operators will 

also struggle to accurately evaluate and communicate their behaviors. 

To better understand charter school behaviors and attribute findings to hypotheses 

advanced in this dissertation, I used ESDA techniques to examine charter school locations across 

school type. I added to the New Jersey school attribute table containing educational and 

demographic information on individual schools dummy variables distinguishing charter schools’ 

external affiliations or partnerships and educational programs. To identify different charter 

school types, I reviewed charter schools’ annual reports from the 2008-09 and 2009-10 school 

years, publicly-available on the NJDOE website, and coded their responses (see Appendix C). 

Previous research suggests that the partnerships charter schools forge with management 

organizations, philanthropic foundations, community-based organizations, etc. are useful 

indicators of their level of market savvy. Differences in charter schools educational programs 

have also been shown to influence student enrollments, organizational structures, and general 

behavior within the marketplace (Ausbrooks, Barrett, & Daniel 2005; Rofes & Stulberg, 2004). 

Examining diversity among charter schools provides researchers with touch points for 

understanding how charter schools with markedly different purposes seek out and engage 

consumers. I exploited these differences to gain further insight into the role positioning strategies 

play in determining charter school locations. These methods are discussed in greater detail in 

chapter 6. 

 It should also be noted that the data used in this dissertation is drawn from the 2000 

Census and other sources covering broad geographic areas and serving as proxies for more 

nuanced patterns characterizing spatial relationships and social interactions. Ward and 

O’Loughlin (2002) noted that studies of spatial processes prioritize the importance of accounting 
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for “place”—the unique cultures and histories that define economic and political life within 

geographic space. While this study represents a step forward in identifying socio-economic 

factors that may influence charter school locations, it is unable to account for the full set of 

circumstances that likely inform decision-making in each school and community. Potential 

responses to school performance, for example, are left unexamined. Data on student achievement 

and other educational outcomes is not readily available at the neighborhood or block group level. 

To address this limitation and control for variations in school performance, charter schools were 

specifically examined in school districts classified as low-performing (i.e. Abbott districts), but 

this solution is imperfect. Other factors that may influence charter school locational decisions 

and remained unexamined were variations in state and local policies (Wohlstetter & Smith, 

2010), political associations (Henig & MacDonald, 2002; Renzulli, 2006), mission-orientation, 

(Lacireno-Paquet, Holyoke, Moser & Henig, 2002) and organizational structure (Lubienski & 

Gulosino, 2007). Finally, the methods used in this study do not account for natural (e.g. rivers, 

lakes, mountains) and artificial (e.g. highways, public transportation routes, bridges) structures 

that bar, as well as facilitate population flows. Charter schools are assumed to be uniformly 

influenced by all residents within a given spatial unit. Exposure rates to different conditions are 

ignored. 

 

Conclusion 

The spatial analyses described in this chapter examine the literal positioning of New 

Jersey charter schools and potential associations with demographic, educational and economic 

variables describing surrounding communities. Additional analyses were conducted to clarify the 

purpose of this research and explore the underlying motivations driving charter school supply 
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(i.e. Do charter schools use positioning strategies to gain competitive advantages?), as well as the 

potential impact of school locations on educational equity (i.e. Do charter school locations 

increase racial/ethnic sorting?).  

Given that the focus of my analysis is on comparing New Jersey charter schools to their 

immediate policy context, I expect there to be limitations in generalizing findings to other states. 

The factors that make New Jersey a good place to isolate and analyze charter school behaviors—

small and diverse school districts, a diverse student population, and a rigorous charter school 

accountability structure—vary widely across states. This study is guided by the notion that 

attempts to describe charter schools as uniform entities that have the same impact across widely 

diverse policy contexts or even within the same context given variations in school mission, 

structure, and practices are misguided. Efforts aimed at improving understanding of charter 

school reform may benefit from focusing more attention on divergences in expected behavior 

and acknowledging that markets, by their nature, foster uneven spaces of choice and competition 

(Taylor, 2009). 

Acknowledging differences across settings and school types, however, does not preclude 

researchers from identifying patterns that can be used to anticipate charter school behaviors. As 

discussed in chapter 2, Michael Porter’s diamond model identifies four key influences or levers 

that may be used to pinpoint firm locations: consumer demand, factor conditions, competition 

levels, and market structure, including the presence of supporting industries. Establishing 

baselines for each lever and anticipating changes across settings can provide useful information 

in predicting outcomes. Despite rapid growth, charter schools are disproportionately located in 

large urban school districts and in many ways are attached to larger reform efforts aimed at 

improving school performance in these areas (Ritter, Jensen, Kisida & McGee, 2010). In this 
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study, the presence of Abbott districts provides a window into charter school behaviors in large 

urban districts with sizeable low-income and minority populations that have become hotbeds for 

reform. Not coincidently, this is where a large proportion of New Jersey’s charter schools are 

located. While it is certainly fair to say that the presence of Abbott districts and their role in 

shaping educational reform are unique to New Jersey, lessons learned about how charter schools 

choose to function in the Camden, Newark, and Trenton metropolitan areas  may provide 

important insights regarding potential behaviors in other urban areas in other states serving 

similar populations. The use of micro-level data (e.g. census tracts, block groups) not only 

provides further insight into the behavior of a particular set of schools in New Jersey, but may 

also help explain how individual actors may respond to a universal set of indicators that define 

social norms. Education remains a highly localized affair. School leaders, educators and parents 

are all responsive to local perceptions of school performance, peer composition, educational 

resources, school safety, etc. Despite the eagerness of many policymakers to identify universal 

trends in charter schools across broad swaths of territory, the importance of understanding 

charter schools immediate neighborhood contexts should not be understated.  The methods used 

in this study make several additional contributions to the charter school literature. First, GIS and 

spatial analysis has been underutilized in educational research. Mapping point data (e.g. charter 

schools) within contextual data may uncover patterns that may remain hidden to traditional 

statistical approaches (Lubienski & Gulosino, 2007). Second, the spatial units containing charter 

schools and adjacent units are examined simultaneously. Identifying “neighbor effects” and the 

potential diffusion of ideas, resources and students across communities are strengths of spatial 

analyses. The use of spatial lags should help advance understanding of statistical models 

examining charter school effects. Third, point and contextual data are examined across multiple 
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spatial scales, acknowledging that factors prompting charter schools to locate in particular school 

districts may be substantially different than factors prompting charter schools to locate in 

particular neighborhoods within those school districts.  
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Chapter 4: Charter School Locations and Racial/Ethnic Sorting at 

 Varying Spatial Scales 

 

In this chapter, I use exploratory spatial data analysis (ESDA) to compare New Jersey 

charter school enrollments to the school age population in their surrounding areas. Previous 

research suggests that charter schools frequently lead to increased student sorting, but their 

segregative effect varies across settings and spatial scales. ‘White flight” is a concern in some 

places, while minority students selecting into racially isolated schools is a prevalent phenomenon 

in other locations. Segregation is not simply the result of privileged families avoiding less 

desirable schools, but rather results from more complex relationships among population sub-

groups with competing sets of values and schooling preferences (for further reading see: Booker, 

Zimmer & Buddin, 2005; BiFulco & Ladd, 2007; Crowder & South, 2008; Fairlie & Resch, 

2002; Henig, 1996; Lankford, Lee, & Wyckoff, 1995; Lankford & Wyckoff, 1999 Rofes & 

Stulberg, 2004; Saporito, 2003; Weiher & Tedin, 2002). For these reasons, I examined racial 

sorting in New Jersey charter schools in two directions. I compared percentages of both white 

and non-white students in charter schools to the demographic characteristics of their surrounding 

areas at three geographic scales–the school district, census tract, and census block group–to 

determine whether student enrollments reflect the racial composition of surrounding 

neighborhoods and larger catchment zones. Examining the socio-economic contexts that 

surround schools and shape student enrollment decisions, especially at the local level where 

families’ choices are primarily made, is necessary to understanding of the appropriate role 

market forces may play in supporting the racial diversity and social cohesion goals of public 

education (Levin, 1999). 
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Research into racial segregation  

Despite an extensive literature devoted to measuring the degree of racial segregation in 

schools, there is little consensus on technical approaches to this issue. Previous studies have 

applied various racial classifications, categories, and measures of segregation and integration to 

analyze student interactions. Serious prior data limitations and confounding factors associated 

with racial/ethnic separation (see Schelling, 1971) have left unresolved questions of how families 

and schools respond to racial differences across communities, providing little insight into the 

potential impact of school choice plans.  

 Clotfelter (2001) examined changes in the racial composition of urban public schools and 

school districts in 238 metropolitan areas from 1987 to 1996. Using an exposure index to 

describe the percentage of non-white students attending school with the average white student, 

he measured enrollment changes associated with the departure of white students. A crucial 

assumption in this study was that the desirability of exiting or avoiding a given urban school 

district depends on the existence of alternative public school districts with lower percentages of 

non-white students, as well as the extent of differences in racial compositions and the distance 

between districts. Clotfelter found evidence of a "tipping point," a threshold exposure rate of 25-

35% non-white students, beyond which white departures and avoidance accelerated. Similarly, 

Renzulli and Evans (2005) reported that schools and school districts with African American 

enrollments over 30% experienced a greater loss of white students than those below 30%. 

Earlier studies, such as Giles (1978) also investigated the relationship between percent 

African American enrollment and white enrollment change. Examining 60 districts and 

approximately 1,600 schools in Southern standard metropolitan statistical areas, Giles found 
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schools located in school districts with higher percentages of African American students 

experienced greater percentage declines in white enrollment than school districts with lower 

percentages, as well as an exponential increase in white withdrawal when African American 

enrollments rose above 25-30%. These studies of racial/ethnic sorting in schools have raised 

concerns among policymakers that new schooling options may prompt families, especially white 

families, to move to more segregated schools if they perceived choice leading to greater diversity 

and more instability in their own communities. 

 Yet, while evidence of white flight supports a logic that may be traced back to initial 

efforts to desegregate schools, the broad range of methods used in studies of school segregation 

have left findings open to debate.
45

 Farley, Richards, and Wurdock (1980), for example, 

demonstrated that different approaches to studying student sorting can produce very different 

conclusions. The authors analyzed changes in white enrollments in large urban school districts 

from 1967-1976. Statistical models comparing “differences in means” among school districts 

grouped by whether or not they had implemented formal desegregation plans showed no 

differences in white enrollment losses over time. In contrast, statistical models using "fixed 

effects” to isolate within district changes at the individual unit level showed that white flight was 

most severe in years that desegregation plans were introduced. Galster (1990) similarly 

demonstrated the importance of accounting for local context in studying school segregation by 

demonstrating that tipping points for white flight vary according to whether a given 

neighborhood is predominately white or minority and the attitudes local whites hold toward 

racial integration. In majority-minority neighborhoods, he found that tipping points may vary 

from 53% to 98% based on the acceptance of desegregation among whites.  

                                                 
45

 For evidence of white flight from minorities or African Americans specifically see Conlon and Kimenyi (1991), 

Fairlie and Resch (2002) and Lankford, Lee, and Wyckoff (1997). For evidence contesting the notion of white flight 

see Buddin, Cordes, and Kirby (1998), Figlio and Stone (1999), and Lankford and Wyckoff (1992). 
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Studies of racial/ethnic segregation in charter schools have tended to focus less on 

shifting trends in student enrollments and more on comparisons to traditional public schools. 

Frankenberg and Lee (2003), for example, created indices to document large within-state 

differences between charter schools and traditional public schools. Aggregating school-level data 

to the state level, they explored the percentage of students of each race in attendance at 

predominately minority schools (greater than 50% of the student body is non-white), intensely 

segregated minority schools (90-100% minority), and intensely segregated white schools (90-

100% white). They determined that overall “black students [were] enrolled in charter schools–as 

well as intensely segregated minority charter schools–at a rate nearly twice their share of the 

public school population (Frankenberg and Lee, 2003, p. 36).”  

Included in Frankenberg and Lee’s (2003, p. 18-36) analysis was state level information 

on 16 states with at least 5,000 charter school students, including New Jersey.
46

 The authors 

determined that the typical African American charter school student in New Jersey attended a 

school that was 83% African American (compared to 52% African American in traditional 

public schools) and only 5% white.
47

 A striking 87% of African Americans attended charter 

schools that were 90-100% minority. These findings are consistent with New Jersey’s own 

evaluation of its charter school program. In 2001, a state sponsored evaluation, which notably 

did not include all charter schools currently in operation, found that charter schools over-

represented African American students (68%) compared to their districts of residence (50%) and 

under-represent white, Hispanic and Asian students (KPMG, 2001). Charter schools were also 

                                                 
46

 The 16 states examined were Arizona, California, Colorado, Florida, Georgia, Illinois, Massachusetts, Michigan, 

Minnesota, Missouri, New Jersey, North Carolina, Ohio, Pennsylvania, Texas, and Wisconsin. 

 
47

 It is important to note that white students attending charter schools are more likely to be exposed to African 

American students than those attending traditional public schools. The typical white charter school student attends a 

school that is 33% African American (a substantially lower proportion than in the entire charter school student 

population) compared to 8% in traditional public schools.  
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found to enroll fewer free and reduced lunch (63%) and special education (7.7%) students than 

their districts of residence (70% and 15.6%).  

The tendency of New Jersey charter schools to enroll substantially different student 

populations than found in traditional public schools points toward the conclusion that expanded 

choice has led to greater student sorting. Charter schools appear to disproportionately serve 

African American students, a group frequently associated with academic and economic 

disadvantage. However, available findings are far from conclusive and do not account for local 

contexts, including distinguishing between Abbott districts and other school communities. As 

noted in Chapter 2, aggregate findings often fail to account for the specific populations charter 

schools aim to serve and, while researchers have been quick to acknowledge methodological 

shortcomings, the difficulty in accurately describing neighborhood effects through traditional 

research techniques means that the charter school literature has struggled to advance 

understanding beyond self-enforced limitations. 

 

Findings: Racial/ethnic sorting in charter schools 

ESDA provides a promising strategy for addressing the incoherence that tends to 

overwhelm discussions of student segregation in schools. Spatial data mining and dynamic 

mapping allow researchers to examine relationships among variables when it is difficult to 

identify confounding factors or model spatial interactions. A number of studies have emerged in 

the social sciences that use GIS to better understand racial sorting. Orfield (2002) used spatial 

analysis, for example, to show that schools and communities become increasingly segregated as 

low-income and minority families move from central cities to surrounding suburbs.  
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In this chapter, I used ESDA techniques to better understand the potential impact of New 

Jersey’s charter school program on racial/ethnic segregation. Drawing on data from the New 

Jersey school attributes table described in chapter 3, I produced descriptive statistics and two 

series of maps. The first series describes the percentage of African American school age 

residents residing in the school districts, census tracts and block groups where charter schools are 

located. These maps test the assumption that racial/ethnic sorting in charter schools varies across 

local contexts and spatial scales. The second series directly compares the proportion of African 

Americans enrolled in charter schools to the African American school age population that 

resides at each geographic scale. The maps organize school districts, census tracts, block groups, 

as well as charter schools into three broad categories: racially isolated–majority (African 

American school age residents < 20%), racially isolated–minority (African American school age 

residents > 80%), and racially diverse (20% ≤ African American school age residents ≤ 80%). 

These measures are not arbitrary, but rather reflect previous research examining racial/ethnic 

segregation in schools. My measure of racially diverse areas, for example, identifies a middle 

band in the population where the departure of white families from school districts and 

neighborhoods appears to accelerate once the percentage of minority families rises above 20% 

(Clotfelter, 2001; Orfield, 2002; Renzulli & Evans, 2005). This second series of maps allows me 

to assess whether charter schools reflect their surrounding neighborhoods and how they may 

respond to pre-existing patterns of student segregation.  

 Maps 4.1 to 4.11 show African-Americans as a percent of the school age population in all 

districts and block groups containing charter schools.
 48

  Maps 4.1 to 4.6 feature Abbott districts 

                                                 
48

 For the sake of clarity, the maps presented in this chapter do not contain information on census tracts. Census 

tracts were included in this analysis as discussed in the methods section and all tables contain information on census 

tracts. The reason they are not included in the maps is that findings for census tracts matched those for block groups, 
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and Maps 4.7 to 4.11 feature Non-Abbott districts. The school district boundaries enclose census 

block groups that contain at least one charter school, highlighting population trends at different 

spatial scales. The maps display substantial diversity in the neighborhoods supporting charter 

schools. In Abbott districts, such as Camden, Newark, Plainfield and Trenton, where substantial 

proportions of African Americans are found, the percentage of African American students in 

block groups containing charter schools ranges from less than 20% to more than 80%. Two 

interesting trends, however, do emerge. First, charter school neighborhoods near district centers 

tend to over-represent African American students, while charter school neighborhoods near 

district boundaries tend to under-represent African American students. Second, it appears that the 

greater the percentage of African American school age residents in a given district the more 

likely it is that charter school neighborhoods over-represent this population.   

In non-Abbott districts, findings are more consistent and, almost uniformly, fewer than 

20% of school age residents are African American in surrounding block groups or districts. The 

seeming affect of race on the establishment of charter school neighborhoods is also useful in 

considering potentially anomalous findings. Charter school neighborhoods in Hoboken, for 

example, do not appear to match findings from other Abbott districts, but given that African 

Americans make up fewer than 20% of school age residents in this district, such findings are not 

unexpected and mirror results from more comparable non-Abbott districts. Likewise, Atlantic 

City’s school age population is most similar to those of Abbott districts, despite not being 

classified in this manner. Not surprisingly, charter school neighborhoods in Atlantic City mirror 

findings from Abbott districts. 

                                                                                                                                                             
although they were not as extreme, and including additional maps and additional layers within maps introduced a 

level of complexity that seemed unnecessary and potentially confusing.  
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Overall, Maps 4.1 to 4.11 indicate that the proportion of African-Americans within the 

population from which charter schools may draw students is expressed differently when 

examining school district versus census block group level data. Further, within the same school 

district, the percentage of African American school age residents varies widely across the 

relatively small-sized census block groups. The same school district may support charter schools 

in neighborhoods that are diverse and also in neighborhoods that are racially isolated, 

demonstrating the need to examine the racial/ethnic attributes of charter schools at a higher 

spatial resolution than the school district level to account for differences across local contexts.  

Table 4.1 compares the racial/ethnic attributes of charter schools to the racial/ethnic 

mixes of the school age population across spatial units (e.g. school district, census tract, and 

census block group). Aggregate data reveals that despite accounting for a substantial proportion 

of charter school enrollments African Americans are not heavily clustered in the areas 

immediately surrounding charter schools. African Americans account for nearly two-thirds 

(62.9%) of all observed charter school students compared to less than half of school age residents 

at the school district (45.0%), census tract (45.1%), and block group (46.3%) levels. Hispanic 

and white students appear to be under-represented in New Jersey charter schools. While similar 

percentages of Hispanics attend charter schools (21.8%) as reside in surrounding census tracts 

(21.0%) and block groups (26.4%), they account for a much higher percentage of the total school 

district (35.5%) population. Observed differences are even greater for white students.
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Table 4.1  Racial/Ethnic Make-Up of NJ Charter Schools and Surrounding Geographic Units 

  
Block groups Census tracts School districts Charter schools 

All schools n Black white Hisp HHI black white Hisp HHI black white Hisp HHI black white Hisp HHI 

Block group 

attribute 79 0.46 0.22 0.26 0.24 0.45 0.21 0.28 0.47 0.45 0.15 0.36 0.33 0.63 0.11 0.22 0.52 

African American  

< 20% 28 0.08 0.52 0.31 0.40 0.11 0.50 0.30 0.36 0.25 0.33 0.37 0.42 0.35 0.27 0.31 0.32 

20% ≤ African 

American ≤ 80% 31 0.53 0.07 0.35 0.30 0.49 0.07 0.38 0.29 0.53 0.05 0.39 0.28 0.72 0.03 0.28 0.54 

African American 

 > 80% 20 0.89 0.02 0.07 0.61 0.87 0.02 0.09 0.70 0.64 0.05 0.27 0.35 0.94 0.00 0.06 0.85 

 Table 4.2  Racial/Ethnic Make-Up of NJ Charter Schools and Surrounding Geographic Units in Abbott Districts 

  
Block groups Census tracts School districts Charter schools 

Abbott 

Districts 
n Black white Hisp HHI black white Hisp HHI black white Hisp HHI black white Hisp HHI 

Block group 

attribute 62 0.53 0.11 0.31 0.41 0.51 0.11 0.32 0.39 0.54 0.06 0.37 0.32 0.71 0.04 0.22 0.57 

African American 

< 20% 15 0.10 0.28 0.49 0.25 0.14 0.38 0.41 0.28 0.39 0.09 0.46 0.23 0.40 0.12 0.43 0.38 

20% ≤ African 

American ≤ 80% 29 0.54 0.07 0.35 0.31 0.49 0.07 0.39 0.30 0.53 0.05 0.39 0.29 0.74 0.03 0.21 0.56 

African American 

> 80% 17 0.91 0.01 0.06 0.61 0.90 0.01 0.07 0.75 0.68 0.05 0.25 0.47 0.94 0.00 0.06 0.85 

*
The column header HHI identifies diversity index scores. HHI stands for Herfindahl-Hirshman Index. 
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A lower mean percentage of white students is found in charter schools (11.3%) than in 

surrounding school districts (15.1%), census tracts (21.0%), and block groups (21.6%). In direct 

contrast to reported discrepancies in African American enrollments and residential locations, 

white students appear to be disproportionately present in the areas immediately surrounding 

charter schools, despite attending these schools in lesser numbers. Given these trends, diversity 

index scores (using the same formula described in chapter 3) show that in the aggregate charter 

schools are more racially isolated than their surrounding areas, which tend to be fairly diverse. It 

is worth noting, however, that I found both school districts and block groups (i.e. the largest and 

smallest spatial scales) to be more diverse then census tracts, which may arguably represent more 

accurate student catchment zones in the local education marketplace (see Table 4.1).  

 Examining charter schools by local context enhances understanding of their potential 

segregative effect. A total of 28 out of 79 (35.0%) schools are located in neighborhoods where 

less than 20% of school age residents are African American. A higher mean percentage of 

African American students are shown to attend these charter schools (35.1%) than reside in 

school districts (25.2%), census tracts (10.9%) and block groups (7.8%). White students are 

again shown to be under-represented in charter schools. Despite the fact that whites account for a 

majority of school age residents in the block groups (51.9%) and census tracts (50.2%) where 

these schools a located, and nearly a third of all district residents (32.6%), they make up a little 

more than a quarter of charter school students (27.4%). Findings for Hispanics are mixed. The 

mean percentage of Hispanics attending these charter schools (30.6%) mirrors percentages of 

school age residents in surrounding block groups (30.8%) and census tracts (30.1%) although 

these schools do appear to slightly under-represent Hispanic students when compared to their 

host school district (36.5%). Finally, it is important to note that although these schools are 
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located in neighborhoods with few African American residents they should not necessarily be 

seen as racially isolated. They have lower diversity index scores (i.e. are more diverse) than 

block groups, census tracts, and school districts in these same areas and, in fact, enroll similar 

mean percentages of African American, white, and Hispanic students (ranging from 35.1% and 

27.4%) though these students are not necessarily in the same schools. 

 Thirty-one out of 79 (39.2%) charter schools are located in neighborhoods where African 

Americans account for between 20% and 80% of school age residents and white flight is thought 

to accelerate. Again, charter schools are shown to enroll significant proportions of African 

Americans. The mean percentage of African Americans in charter schools (72.0%) is 

substantially higher than in surrounding school districts (52.7%), census tracts (49.2%), and 

block groups (53.3%). White students are almost non-existent in these charter schools (2.9%) 

and account for very low percentages of school age residents at the school district (5.0%), census 

tract (7.1%), and block group (7.1%) levels. Hispanics are also under-represented in these charter 

schools (21.9%) compared to school districts (38.8%), census tracts (38.2%), and block groups 

(35.1%) in these same areas. Such trends produce substantial differences in the racial make-up of 

charter schools compared to surrounding areas. Mean diversity index scores indicate that these 

schools are more racially isolated than the average charter school, despite the fact that they are 

located in the most racially diverse block groups, census tracts, and school districts examined in 

this study. 

 Only 20 out of 79 charter schools (25.3%) are located in neighborhoods where African 

Americans make up more than 80% of school age residents. These schools enroll higher mean 

percentages of African American students (94.0%) than reside in surrounding block groups 

(89.4%) and census tracts (86.64%), although differences do not appear to be substantial. In 
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contrast, large disparities are observed at the school district (64.7%) level. White students do not 

appear to attend these schools (0.001%) or reside in surrounding block groups (1.5%) or census 

tracts (1.6%). They also account for a small fraction of school age residents at the district (5.2%) 

level. Diversity index scores suggest that school districts containing these schools are fairly 

diverse, even though charter schools’ more immediate neighborhoods are not. These findings can 

be largely attributed to the distribution of Hispanic residents at the block group (6.6%) and 

census tract (9.0%) levels versus the larger school district (26.6%) level. Hispanic students 

account for only 5.5% of charter school students in these areas. As a result, African Americans 

attending charter schools in these areas are shown to be racially isolated. 

Table 4.2 presents additional information on the racial/ethnic attributes of charter schools 

and surrounding geographic units specific to Abbott districts.
49

 Examining this subset of charter 

schools sheds light on whether unique trends, and potentially behaviors, may be attributed to 

those schools located in more disadvantaged areas that are already racially isolated. Overall, few 

differences are observed. Charter schools in Abbott districts are shown, on average, to continue 

to over-represent African Americans and under-represent whites and Hispanics when compared 

to their surrounding areas. Given the large proportion of African American students in Abbott 

districts and the extremely small number of whites some more nuanced relationships do emerge. 

Charter schools located in block groups that are less than 20% African American still over-

represent African American students when compared to their immediate neighborhood, but 

enrollments in charter schools (40.1%) are consistent with broader district norms (39.0%). 

Similarly, white enrollments (11.6%) closely match white school age residents in school districts 

                                                 
49

 The vast majority of charter schools in block groups where African Americans are ≥ 20% of residents (46 of 50) 

are located in Abbott districts. In contrast, charter schools located in block groups where African Americans account 

for less than 20% of residents are evenly divided between Abbott and non-Abbott districts. Thirteen of these schools 

are located in Abbott districts and 16 are in non-Abbott districts.  
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(9%), although they are well below the percentages of whites in surrounding census tracts 

(37.5%) and block groups (27.9%). Charter schools in neighborhoods with fewer African 

American residents ultimately appear to be fairly diverse as scored on the diversity index, though 

less diverse than surrounding geographic units. This is not true for charter schools in 

neighborhoods where the percentage of African American residents ranges from 20% to above 

80% (e.g. racially-diverse and racially-isolated minority block groups). Trends describing these 

schools tend to match larger trends observed for all charter schools, including that students in 

these schools tend to be racially isolated.  

Maps 4.12 to 4.23 supplement these findings by examining charter schools at the 

individual unit level, while accounting for the distribution of racial/ethnic sub-groups across 

larger spaces.
50

 In other words, charter school locations and enrollments are compared to both 

their immediate and adjacent neighborhoods or block groups. The maps show that charter 

schools tend to locate near, rather than within, neighborhoods sharing similar racial 

characteristics. Nearly half (42%) of charter schools with student enrollments that are 

predominately African American (> 80%), for example, are located in block groups best 

described as racially diverse. Similar proportions (43%) of charter schools with student 

enrollments that are racially diverse are located in block groups that are less than 20% African 

American. These patterns are most evident in Abbott districts. Maps 4.12 to 4.18 show that in 

areas such as Camden, Jersey City, Plainfield, and Trenton charter schools appear to cluster 

around or ring predominately African American neighborhoods. In the Newark area, which 

                                                 
50

 Maps 4.12 to 4.23 examine charter schools at the block group level, because this is where racial/ethnic sorting 

appears most severe. Maps comparing the racial composition of charter schools to their host school district were also 

created, but they are not presented in this chapter because no information was uncovered that is not already evident 

in Tables 4.1 and 4.2. When compared to their host district, charter school enrollments on average tend to share 

some similarities with district norms, but over-represent African American students and under-represent Hispanics. 

This effect becomes more extreme as the proportion of African American school age residents increases. 
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includes the Newark, East Orange and Irvington school districts, a more complex pattern is 

observed. A majority of block groups in these districts contain greater than 80% African 

American school age residents and, not surprisingly, a substantial number of charter schools are 

located in these same areas, but close examination of Map 4.12 shows that charter school 

locational patterns echo scattered pockets of diversity, especially in the northwest area of 

Newark.
51

  Of course, deviations from observed patterns are also shown. In Hoboken and areas 

of Jersey City and Paterson with the greater proportions of white school age residents, charter 

schools appear to locate some distance away from densely populated African American 

neighborhoods. In non-Abbott districts featured in Maps 4.19 to 4.23, 11 out of 12 charter 

schools with African American enrollments below 20% are also located in neighborhoods with 

very low percentages of African American school age residents. 

Overall, these maps help illustrate the apparent tendency among New Jersey charter 

schools to locate in areas where they have access to adjacent educational markets and pull 

students into presumably more desirable communities. Findings indicate that despite broad 

diversity in New Jersey charter school locations and enrollments, there appears to be less 

difference in how they engage school age populations. Charter schools seem to offer alternative 

schooling options to African American residents outside their immediate place of residence, 

potentially increasing segregation and creating a divide between local schools and their 

surrounding communities. 

                                                 
51

 The western extent of the Newark school district featured in Map 4.12 is the Newark Liberty International 

Airport. 
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Discussion 

Studies of charter school enrollments need to become more expansive and consider not 

only the students that attend charter schools, but also the larger school age population from 

which charter schools draw enrollments. Analyses limited to comparisons with traditional public 

schools do not account for pre-existing patterns of segregation that influence both charter school 

supply and parents’ school choices. An important issue in this chapter is the relevance of 

geographic scales in examining patterns of racial/ethnic segregation in charter schools and their 

surrounding areas.  

Findings indicate that racial/ethnic sorting in charter schools becomes more severe at the 

block group level and that charter school locations and enrollments may be equally influenced by 

their immediate neighborhood and adjacent areas. For example, consider that charter schools 

appear more likely to locate in block groups that under-represent African-Americans in school 

districts where the percent of African-Americans is 40% or below than in school districts where 

the percent of African-Americans is greater than 40%. This effect is partially a function of 

differences in the racial composition of school districts, but also documents a particularly 

dramatic pattern of neighborhood sorting when observed across the adjacent Abbott districts of 

Hoboken, Jersey City, Newark and East Orange featured in Map 4.2. Hoboken, a predominately 

white school district, has charter schools clustered in predominately white block groups. In the 

slightly more diverse school district of Jersey City, charter schools continue to be frequently 

found in block groups with greater percentages of white families, potentially offering an exit 

from more diverse public schools, although locations are overall heterogeneous. In Newark, 

where roughly half the population is African-American, a majority of charter schools are located 

in block groups with higher percentages of African American students than the district average. 
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Finally, in East Orange, a predominately African-American school district, charter schools are 

located in a predominately African-American block group. These findings suggest that in more 

racially balanced school districts (e.g. Jersey City) charter schools may locate in whiter 

neighborhoods. As African-Americans begin to account for a greater percentage of students in a 

school district (e.g. Newark), charter schools appear more likely to locate in neighborhoods with 

higher percentages of African American students. Charter schools may exacerbate segregation 

through locational decisions in areas where student sorting by race/ethnicity is not already 

pronounced. 

A similar trend is observed within school districts. Block groups that contain charter 

schools and are located at the center of school districts appear to have greater percentages of 

African-American school age residents than the district average, but block groups containing 

charter schools located near the edges of school districts appear to have smaller percentages of 

African-American school age residents. Again, this finding may be indicative of the typical 

distribution of racial groups within school districts, but also may have an important affect on 

student segregation given the observed dual tendency of charter schools to locate outside district 

centers and over-represent African American students. The observed locations of New Jersey 

charter schools documented in this analysis fit descriptions of firms as rational actors seeking to 

gain strategic advantages and reduce market-based competition by locating near, but not within, 

areas of greatest demand.
52

 It seems possible that charter schools may position themselves some 

distance away from their most likely and, presumably, most disadvantaged consumers in order to 

skew enrollments toward more mobile and more desirable students.  

It is also important to note, however, that although New Jersey charter school locations 

suggest increased student sorting when compared to local demographics, families’ enrollment 

                                                 
52

 High demand is defined here as neighborhoods with high proportions of African American school age residents. 
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decisions defy typical explanations for increased segregation based on white flight. African 

Americans tend to be over-represented in charter schools across all settings and spatial scales 

(see Tables 4.1 and 4.2). In block groups where African Americans comprise less than 20% of 

the school age population, they account for more than one-third of all charter school students. In 

neighborhoods where African Americans account for more than 20% of school age residents, 

they make up the overwhelming majority of charter school students. These outcomes appear to 

be substantially influenced by the lack of participation in charter schools among other racial 

groups, a finding that is particularly striking among Hispanics who account for between one 

quarter and two-fifths of school age residents across all spatial scales. The result is that charter 

schools in areas with increasingly higher proportions of African American students demonstrate 

rising levels of racial isolation that outpace neighborhood demographic characteristics. These 

findings are substantiated in Maps 4.1 to 4.8. 

Of course, these findings do not refute established arguments explaining how school 

choice may increase student segregation. A number of other factors may explain the absence of 

white students in New Jersey charter schools, particularly in racially diverse areas where white 

flight is expected to accelerate, such as the widespread availability of private schooling options, 

the increasing popularity of other forms of public school choice, and the small size and close 

proximity of New Jersey’s school districts, which eases residential movements. Rather, what this 

analysis makes clear is that New Jersey charter schools are not creating competition among 

different racial/ethnic groups. Instead, they are providing African American families with 

additional schooling options, which may or may not result in greater in-group competition. As a 

result, the role of charter schools in New Jersey may be less influenced by families’ decisions 

and more heavily influenced by the “positioning strategies” of charter schools themselves. 
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Frequently, charter schools, regardless of their racial composition, are shown to locate near 

predominately African-American neighborhoods, rather than within them. With remarkable 

consistency, charter schools appear to cluster around or “ring” African-American neighborhoods 

and families as evidenced in Maps 4.9 to 4.16. The reason for this outcome may be a preference 

among charter school operators to locate in areas adjacent to enthusiastic consumers (i.e. 

African-American families) where they can maximize business opportunities, but avoid 

“undesirable” customers.  

A potential criticism of this analysis and the assumption that charter schools are behaving 

as rational actors is that the evidence I have presented is exploratory in nature and limited to 

examining the pure racial composition of New Jersey charter schools and their surrounding 

areas. I did not investigate other socio-economic conditions, such as poverty, housing, income, or 

crime and I did not account for well-established links between race/ethnicity and academic 

achievement that might influence charter schools decisions. Further, producing evidence of 

positioning strategies among charter schools in response to local socio-economic factors or, 

stated differently, vertical and horizontal product differentiation, in no way refutes arguments 

that other school level factors  may also shape charter school supply, such as state and local 

politics (Henig & MacDonald, 2002; Renzulli, 2006), mission-orientation, (Lacireno-Paquet, 

Holyoke, Moser, & Henig, 2002) and organizational structure (Lubienski & Gulosino, 2006), as 

well as practical concerns, such as  neighborhood safety and available space.  

Nevertheless, my findings introduce new and valuable ways of comparing charter schools 

to their surrounding areas. The over-representation of African American students in charter 

schools raises new questions about the role race/ethnicity may play in determining charter school 

supply. If we assume that charter schools are behaving rational decision-makers, does this mean 
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they have misjudged the link between their locations and their ability to attract non-minority 

students? Or, if charter schools are well-informed, are we forced to consider more complex 

explanations of how charter schools strategically cultivate student enrollments through their 

locational decisions? Might charter schools be highly sensitive to race/ethnicity insofar as it 

serves as a proxy for consumer demand (at least in New Jersey), but fairly indifferent to the 

race/ethnicity of the students they enroll? While this latter explanation is, perhaps, more socially 

desirable, it certainly does not preclude charter schools from leading to increased racial/ethnic 

segregation sorting across schools. 

 

Conclusion 

In this chapter, I added to the existing literature on charter schools and racial segregation 

in three ways. First, ESDA was used to address limitations found in previous research, 

comparing charter schools to both their immediate and adjacent neighborhoods. I presented a 

standardized approach for examining geographic units that are not a formal part of educational 

governance structures, allowing for small scale comparisons across multiple local contexts (e.g. 

racially isolated–majority, racially isolated–minority, racially diverse). Findings could then be 

scaled up to more comprehensive levels of census geography to better assess the impact of 

reform. Second, I demonstrated that racial segregation in charter schools is most severe within 

census block groups, or the neighborhoods immediately surrounding charter schools. Third, I 

found that New Jersey charter schools appear to increase racial segregation despite locating in 

racially diverse areas, because they tend to over-represent African American students. Evidence 

that they “ring” neighborhoods containing the students they are most likely to enroll, suggests 

the positioning strategies may be use to secure competitive advantages in high demand markets.   
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Chapter 5: A Spatial Analysis of New Jersey’s Charter School Supply 

 

The general theory of charter school reform assumes that individual schools will seek out 

areas of high demand and educational need where their services are most desired. In New Jersey, 

this logically means locating in Abbott districts. Previous research has documented that low 

socio-economic status and ethnic heterogeneity are associated with levels of social 

disorganization that undermine neighborhood structures and lead to undesirable schools 

(Goldring, Cohen-Vogel, Smrekar, & Taylor, 2006). Such locations often become hotbeds of 

education reform, which may include the promotion of new schooling options designed to 

improve learning outcomes. New Jersey’s Abbott districts are prominent examples of both 

phenomena. They formally identify areas of socio-economic disadvantage throughout the state 

and have been the focus of a much publicized effort to redistribute educational resources and 

improve school performance. In Chapter 2, however, I theorized that charter schools’ locational 

decisions are likely more complex than frequently described. As rational actors, charter school 

operators may benefit from seeking out niche markets that balance high consumer demand with 

the potential negative effects of increased competition. In this chapter, I present three spatial 

analyses of increasing sophistication and rigor to examine New Jersey charter school locations in 

relation to key neighborhood attributes. By examining charter school locations in and around 

Abbott districts, I hope to improve understanding of how local factors may shape charter school 

supply in the very areas where they are expected to locate and assumed to be most beneficial. 

In the sections below, I expand on findings presented in chapter 4 in three ways. First, 

basic ESDA techniques are again used to more fully explore trends in charter school locations. 

Specifically, I present descriptive information on public, private and charter schools in non -

Abbott and Abbott districts for a broader range of variables measuring market size, educational 
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need, and racial diversity at the neighborhood or block group level. Second, I address the 

potential issue of autocorrelation or “neighbor effects.” Using spatial statistics to compare 

observed patterns, I test for whether charter schools and the neighborhood attributes common to 

their locations tend to cluster in particular areas. Third, I conduct a logistic regression analysis 

with spatial lags (i.e. variables from adjacent neighborhoods) to estimate the extent to which 

particular neighborhood attributes predict charter school locations.  

 

Exploring local context 

 Map 5.1 displays the location and distribution of all public, private and previously 

authorized charter schools in New Jersey. Charter schools are further differentiated as being 

either open or closed. All school types are shown to cluster in and around urban areas with large 

populations and charter schools appear especially prominent near particular Abbott districts, 

including: Camden, Jersey City, Newark, Paterson, Plainfield, Pleasantville, and Trenton.   
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Table 5.1 documents trends describing public, private and charter school locations at the 

block group level. Public schools, presumably distributed to serve all communities throughout 

the state, provide baseline estimates for economic and demographic trends. Private schools are 

assumed to be more market oriented than other school types and located in areas that match 

enrollment needs. They are expected to display locational patterns consistent with schools 

seeking competitive advantages within educational markets. Open charter schools describe 

successful charter operations. They are expected to occupy spaces between the more extreme 

values associated with public and private schools. Closed charter schools present examples of 

failed locational choice. In total, eight variables are presented, serving as proxies for market size, 

educational need, and neighborhood diversity. Information is provided on the range, mean, and 

standard deviation (SD) of each variable. Trends are presented in the aggregate, as well as for all 

three school types in both Abbott and non-Abbott districts. 

 “Percent below age 18” roughly identifies the proportion of block group residents who 

are eligible to enroll in school and therefore estimates potential “natural consumers” in each 

neighborhood. Across New Jersey, the mean percentage of school age children in neighborhoods 

containing public or private schools is roughly 26%. The mean score is slightly lower for open 

charter schools at 24% and slightly higher for closed charter schools at 27%. In non-Abbott 

districts, a similar pattern is observed. The percentage of school age residents is 25% for public 

schools, 26% for private schools, 24% for open charter schools, and 28% for closed charter 

schools. In Abbott districts, a slightly different trend is observed. Twenty-eight percent of 

residents in block groups containing public schools are below age 18 compared to 26% of private 

schools, 24% of open charter schools, and 25% of closed charter schools. This finding suggests 

that schools with greater flexibility in choosing their location do not necessarily   
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Table 5.1 Neighborhood Characteristics Describing New Jersey's Public, Private and Charter Schools 

School 

Type 
 

% 17 or under SES Need Index % African American % single households 

All 

districts n min. max. mean sd min. max. mean sd min. max. mean sd min. max. mean sd 

All schools 3019 0.000 0.592 0.256 0.07 0.000 2.610 0.549 0.52 0.000 1.000 0.135 0.24 0.000 0.862 0.144 0.14 

Public 2233 0.004 0.559 0.256 0.06 0.026 2.610 0.520 0.51 0.000 1.000 0.124 0.23 0.000 0.862 0.136 0.13 

Private 668 0.000 0.592 0.258 0.08 0.000 2.540 0.531 0.48 0.000 0.991 0.125 0.22 0.000 0.819 0.140 0.13 

Charter 119 0.032 0.494 0.247 0.09 0.091 2.546 1.201 0.64 0.000 0.964 0.402 0.32 0.000 0.772 0.292 0.17 

Open 90 0.032 0.494 0.240 0.10 0.129 2.546 1.250 0.67 0.000 0.964 0.423 0.33 0.000 0.772 0.307 0.19 

Closed 29 0.121 0.469 0.266 0.07 0.091 2.210 1.050 0.56 0.000 0.908 0.335 0.29 0.035 0.474 0.247 0.13 

                  Abbott 

districts n min. max. mean sd min. max. mean sd min. max. mean sd min. max. mean sd 

Public 439 0.048 0.500 0.275 0.07 0.213 2.610 1.270 0.57 0.000 1.000 0.388 0.34 0.000 0.862 0.319 0.16 

Private 138 0.000 0.477 0.263 0.09 0.129 2.536 1.124 0.60 0.000 0.855 0.201 0.18 0.000 0.772 0.295 0.17 

Charter 86 0.032 0.494 0.245 0.10 0.129 2.546 1.417 0.55 0.000 0.964 0.484 0.30 0.022 0.772 0.339 0.15 

Open 70 0.032 0.494 0.244 0.11 0.129 2.546 1.430 0.58 0.000 0.964 0.486 0.31 0.022 0.772 0.347 0.16 

Closed 16 0.158 0.326 0.252 0.05 0.431 2.212 1.358 0.43 0.098 0.908 0.472 0.27 0.110 0.474 0.306 0.10 

                  Non-

Abbott 

districts n min. max. mean sd min. max. mean sd min. max. mean sd min. max. mean sd 

Public 1794 0.003 0.559 0.252 0.06 0.026 2.330 0.336 0.26 0.000 0.969 0.059 0.12 0.000 0.634 0.092 0.08 

Private 530 0.048 0.592 0.257 0.08 0.000 1.704 0.376 0.28 0.000 0.952 0.073 0.14 0.000 0.819 0.100 0.08 

Charter 33 0.059 0.469 0.254 0.08 0.091 2.197 0.688 0.59 0.000 0.959 0.203 0.29 0.015 0.690 0.186 0.17 

Open 21 0.059 0.339 0.235 0.07 0.167 2.197 0.699 0.67 0.000 0.959 0.227 0.32 0.015 0.690 0.192 0.20 

Closed 13 0.121 0.469 0.283 0.09 0.091 1.570 0.670 0.45 0.000 0.572 0.166 0.21 0.035 0.429 0.176 0.12 

Source: Census 2000; New Jersey Department of Education, 2011 
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Table 5.1 continued 

School 

Type 

 

% without HS diploma % unemployed % on public assistance Neighborhood diversity index 

All 

districts n min. max. mean sd min. max. mean sd min. max. mean sd min. max. mean sd 

All schools 3019 0.000 0.738 0.180 0.14 0.000 0.506 0.060 0.06 0.000 0.526 0.032 0.05 0.000 1.000 0.580 0.26 

Public 2233 0.000 0.738 0.174 0.14 0.000 0.506 0.057 0.06 0.000 0.526 0.029 0.05 0.000 1.000 0.596 0.26 

Private 668 0.000 0.696 0.175 0.13 0.000 0.448 0.060 0.06 0.000 0.364 0.031 0.05 0.000 1.000 0.553 0.27 

Charter 119 0.000 0.696 0.313 0.16 0.000 0.471 0.115 0.08 0.000 0.355 0.079 0.08 0.000 0.912 0.417 0.25 

Open 90 0.000 0.696 0.320 0.16 0.000 0.471 0.119 0.09 0.000 0.297 0.080 0.07 0.000 0.912 0.432 0.25 

Closed 29 0.023 0.594 0.288 0.15 0.021 0.365 0.103 0.08 0.000 0.355 0.076 0.08 0.000 0.773 0.369 0.25 

                  Abbott 

districts n min. max. mean sd min. max. mean sd min. max. mean sd min. max. mean sd 

Public 439 0.047 0.738 0.360 0.14 0.000 0.506 0.120 0.08 0.000 0.526 0.086 0.08 0.000 1.000 0.441 0.26 

Private 138 0.017 0.696 0.321 0.14 0.000 0.448 0.110 0.08 0.000 0.364 0.071 0.07 0.000 1.000 0.393 0.25 

Charter 86 0.081 0.696 0.365 0.14 0.000 0.471 0.136 0.09 0.000 0.355 0.093 0.07 0.000 0.907 0.381 0.24 

Open 70 0.304 0.919 0.634 0.14 0.000 0.471 0.136 0.09 0.000 0.297 0.095 0.07 0.000 0.907 0.390 0.24 

Closed 16 0.190 0.594 0.359 0.12 0.021 0.365 0.135 0.09 0.000 0.355 0.086 0.08 0.000 0.773 0.340 0.23 

                  Non-

Abbott 

districts n min. max. mean sd min. max. mean sd min. max. mean sd min. max. mean sd 

Public 1794 0.000 0.675 0.128 0.09 0.000 0.487 0.042 0.04 0.000 0.279 0.015 0.02 0.000 1.000 0.635 0.24 

Private 530 0.000 0.621 0.137 0.10 0.000 0.413 0.047 0.04 0.000 0.195 0.020 0.03 0.027 1.000 0.593 0.26 

Charter 33 0.023 0.443 0.190 0.11 0.000 0.155 0.060 0.04 0.000 0.250 0.049 0.07 0.033 0.912 0.530 0.26 

Open 21 0.076 0.400 0.182 0.09 0.000 0.155 0.058 0.05 0.000 0.180 0.040 0.05 0.172 0.912 0.611 0.22 

Closed 13 0.023 0.443 0.202 0.13 0.021 0.119 0.064 0.04 0.000 0.250 0.063 0.09 0.033 0.770 0.405 0.27 

Source: Census 2000; New Jersey Department of Education, 2011 
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position themselves in the largest educational markets. In fact, across all settings open charter 

schools appear to operate in neighborhoods with fewer residents serving as “natural consumers” 

than public and private schools.  

The “socio-economic need index” estimates the degree of disadvantage in each block 

group. The need index is constructed by summing the “percent of African Americans” among 

school age residents with the “percent of single-headed households,” “percent of residents 

without a high school diploma,” “percent unemployed,” and “percent receiving public 

assistance,” in a given block group. At the state level, the mean need index score is .520 for 

public schools, .531 for private schools, 1.257 for open charter schools, and 1.050 for closed 

charter schools. In non-Abbott districts, the mean need index score is .336 for public schools, 

.376 for private schools, .699 for open charter schools, and .670 for those that have been closed. 

The marked difference between charter schools and other school types is not surprising given the 

heavy clustering of charter schools in and around low-income urban areas. Open and closed 

charter schools also have need indices with noticeably larger standard deviations when measured 

at the state level and for non-Abbott districts than other school types, indicating the presence of 

outliers or a very small number of charter schools that do not locate in more disadvantaged areas. 

In Abbott districts, the relationship between public and private schools is reversed and private 

schools are found in less disadvantaged areas. The mean need index score is 1.270 for public 

schools and 1.124 for private schools. Charter schools continue to locate in more disadvantaged 

communities, however, than both school types. The mean need index for open charter schools is 

1.419 and for closed charter schools is 1.358.  

Individual variables measuring racial and socio-economic characteristics in block groups 

demonstrate trends similar to the composite need index. Across all settings, differences in mean 
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scores for public and private schools appear non-substantive. In contrast, charter schools show 

substantially higher mean values for all five variables at the state level and in non-Abbott 

districts. In Abbott districts, charter schools also demonstrate higher values across all five 

variables, but differences are greatly reduced and range from only two to five percentage 

points.
53

 The major exception to these observations is the percent of African Americans residing 

in block groups. Public schools in Abbott districts are found, on average, to locate in block 

groups where 39% of residents are African American compared to 20% for private schools, 48% 

for open charter schools, and 47% for closed charter schools. 

The “neighborhood diversity index” measures the degree of diversity among racial/ethnic 

groups at the block group level. The index, as explained in chapter 3, is based on a standard 

Hirschman-Herfindahl index and normalized so values range between 0 and 1. Greater values are 

associated with increased racial isolation. At the state level, public schools are found to occupy 

the most racially isolated block groups and charter schools the most diverse. The mean diversity 

index score is .596 for public schools, .553 for private schools, .434 for open charter schools, and 

.369 for closed charter schools. In non-Abbott districts, public schools again are located in the 

most racially isolated neighborhoods, but open charter schools are found to locate in more 

racially isolated neighborhoods than private schools. Closed charter schools continue to be found 

in the most racially diverse locations, which suggests that although charter schools may be 

attracted to more heterogeneous neighborhoods with greater demand for school choice, they may 

struggle to identify a stable clientele based on shared preferences in the most diverse areas.  The 

mean diversity index score is .635 for public schools, .593 for private schools, .611 for open 

charter schools, and .405 for closed charter schools. In Abbott districts, mean scores on the 

                                                 
53

 The variables described in Table 2 are measured on different scales and therefore not directly comparable. 

Interpretations should not be made about the substantive impact of percentage point differences.  
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diversity index are closer in value across school types, but follow the same pattern observed at 

the state level. Public schools are located in the most racially isolated block groups with a mean 

diversity index score of .441 followed by private schools with a score of .393, open charter 

schools at .383, and closed charter schools at .340. 

T-tests of unequal variance (also known as Welch’s t-test) were conducted to determine 

whether differences in means across various population groups achieved statistically 

significance. Results are presented in Tables 5.2 through 5.4. For all results presented, the first 

school type listed served as the reference group. Thus, positive mean differences indicate that the 

reference group scored higher on measures of market size, educational need, or neighborhood 

diversity. The opposite holds true for negative mean differences.  

Table 5.2 shows that at the state level, differences in means for public and private schools 

are not statistically significant across all variables listed with the notable exception of 

neighborhood diversity. Public schools are found to locate in less diverse block groups than 

private schools. In contrast, differences in means for charter schools and public and private 

schools achieve statistical significance for all variables with the exception of percent of residents 

below age 18. Charter schools appear to locate in more disadvantaged and more diverse block 

groups.  

In non-Abbott districts featured in Table 5.3, differences in means between public and 

private schools achieve statistical significance for indices calculating socio-economic need and 

neighborhood diversity. Public schools are found in more advantaged and less racially diverse 

block groups than private schools. Differences in means for charter schools and both public and 

private schools also achieve statistical significance for the indices calculating socio-economic 

need and neighborhood diversity. Charter schools are shown to be located in more disadvantaged 
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Table 5.2  T-tests of Unequal Variance, State Totals 

STATE TOTALS 
Comparison 

groups 

Public v. 

private 

Public v. 

charter 

Private v. 

charter 

Charter open v. 

charter closed 

Percent age 17 and 

under 

t-score -1.11 1.38 1.73 -0.02 

df 935 127 154 52 

mean difference 0.00 0.01 0.02 0.00 

p-value 0.267 0.169 0.086* 0.983 

SES need index t-score -0.70 -10.70 -10.16 2.28 

df 1161 129 144 58 

mean difference -0.02 -0.66 -0.64 0.30 

p-value 0.483  0.000
*** 

0.000
***

 0.026
**

 

Percent African-

American 

t-score -0.30 -9.11 -8.77 1.92 

df 1133 128 142 60 

mean difference 0.00 -0.27 -0.27 0.12 

p-value 0.762 0.000
***

 0.000
***

 0.060
*
 

Percent single-headed 

households 

t-score -0.77 -9.17 -8.60 2.60 

df 1093 128 147 71 

mean difference 0.00 -0.15 -0.16 0.08 

p-value 0.439 0.000
***

 0.000
***

 0.011
**

 

Percent without a HS 

diploma 

t-score -0.37 -8.91 -8.44 1.77 

df 1144 131 151 53 

mean difference 0.00 -0.13 -0.13 0.06 

p value 0.709 0.000
***

 0.000
***

 0.083
*
 

Percent unemployed t-score -1.50 -7.16 -6.49 1.50 

df 1105 127 142 59 

mean difference 0.00 -0.06 -0.05 0.03 

p value 0.134 0.000
***

 0.000
***

 0.138 

% receiving public 

assistance 

t score -0.70 -7.00 -6.66 0.69 

df 1179 127 138 48 

mean difference 0.00 -0.05 -0.05 0.01 

p value 0.485 0.000
***

 0.000
***

 0.496 

Neighborhood diversity 

index 

t score 3.22 7.58 5.63 1.80 

df 1077 135 172 53 

mean difference 0.04 0.18 0.15 0.10 

p value 0.001
***

 0.000
***

 0.000
***

 0.078
*
 

* significant at α = .1; ** significant at α = .05; *** significant at α = .01 

 

  



111 

 

 

1
1
1 

Table 5.3  T-Tests of Unequal Variance, Non-Abbott Districts 

NON-ABBOTT 

DISTRICTS 

Comparison 

groups 

Public v. 

Private 

Public v. 

charter 

Private v. 

charter 

Charter open v. 

charter closed 

Percent 17 and under t-score -1.591 1.030 1.358 0.089 

df 715 37 39 21 

mean difference -0.006 0.018 0.024 0.003 

p-value 0.112 0.310 0.182 0.930 

SES need index t-score -3.144 -2.992 -2.550 0.768 

df 829 36 37 35 

mean difference -0.042 -0.294 -0.252 0.147 

p-value 0.002
*** 

0.005
*** 

0.015
** 

0.448 

Percent African-

American 

t-score -2.168 -2.896 -2.571 1.173 

df 798 36 37 34 

mean difference -0.014 -0.135 -0.120 0.103 

p-value 0.030
** 

0.006
*** 

0.014
** 

0.249 

Percent single-headed 

households 

t-score -1.966 -2.592 -2.300 0.731 

df 810 36 37 34 

mean difference -0.008 -0.075 -0.067 0.040 

p-value 0.050
** 

0.014
** 

0.027
** 

0.470 

Percent without a HS 

Diploma 

t-score -1.894 -2.106 -1.626 0.220 

df 811 37 39 26 

mean difference -0.009 -0.042 -0.033 0.009 

p value 0.059
* 

0.042
** 

0.112 0.827 

Percent Unemployed t-score -3.052 -2.105 -1.241 0.572 

df 821 37 41 34 

mean difference -0.006 -0.015 -0.009 0.008 

p value 0.002
*** 

0.042
** 

0.222 0.571 

Percent receiving 

public assistance 

t score -3.392 -2.533 -2.097 -0.559 

df 702 36 37 23 

mean difference -0.005 -0.028 -0.024 -0.014 

p value 0.001
*** 

0.016
** 

0.043
** 

0.582 

Neighborhood diversity 

index 

t score 2.915 3.119 2.308 2.926 

df 830 37 40 28 

mean difference 0.037 0.151 0.114 0.265 

p value 0.004
*** 

0.004
*** 

0.026
** 

0.007 

* significant at α = .1; ** significant at α = .05; *** significant at α = .01 
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Table 5.4  T-Tests of Unequal Variance, Abbott Districts 

ABBOTT DISTRICTS 
Comparison 

groups 

Public v. 

Private 

Public v. 

charter 

Private v. 

charter 

Charter open v. 

charter closed 

Percent 17 and under t-score 0.565 1.741 1.228 -0.516 

df 213 81 119 53 

mean difference 0.005 0.024 0.019 -0.01 

p-value 0.573 0.085
* 

0.222 0.608 

SES need index t-score 1.969 -2.514 -3.52 0.47 

df 228 92 142 28 

mean difference 0.116 -0.188 -0.304 0.061 

p-value 0.050
** 

0.014
** 

0.001
*** 

0.642 

Percent African-

American 

t-score 1.55 -2.582 -3.317 0.093 

df 235 95 144 25 

mean difference 0.050 -0.105 -0.155 0.008 

p-value 0.123 0.011
** 

0.001
*** 

0.927 

Percent single-headed 

households 

t-score 0.907 -1.725 -2.096 1.218 

df 219 90 142 36 

mean difference 0.015 -0.037 -0.052 0.039 

p-value 0.366 0.088
* 

0.038
** 

0.231 

Percent without a HS 

Diploma 

t-score 2.116 -0.886 -2.188 0.186 

df 243 92 134 26 

mean difference 0.03 -0.017 -0.047 0.006 

p value 0.035
** 

0.378 0.030
**

 0.854 

Percent Unemployed t-score 0.962 -1.797 -2.194 0.06 

df 227 86 125 23 

mean difference 0.007 -0.02 -0.027 0.001 

p value 0.337 0.076
* 

0.030
** 

0.953 

Percent receiving public 

assistance 

t score 1.919 -1.045 -2.22 0.313 

df 270 96 128 21 

mean difference 0.013 -0.01 -0.023 0.007 

p value 0.056
* 

0.299 0.028
** 

0.757 

Neighborhood diversity 

index 

t score 1.484 1.378 0.1994 0.635 

df 247 96 139 22 

mean difference 0.036 0.043 0.007 0.043 

p value 0.139 0.171 0.842 0.532 

* significant at α = .1; ** significant at α = .05; *** significant at α = .01 
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and more diverse neighborhoods than both public and private schools (with the exception that 

open charter schools appear to be in block groups that are less diverse than private schools). 

Differences in means between open and closed charter schools are also statistical significant for 

measures of neighborhood diversity. Closed charter schools are more likely to be found in more 

diverse areas, which again speaks to the difficulty charter schools may have in locating in the 

most diverse areas. 

In Abbott districts, findings are more mixed. Reporting results at the .01 and .05 levels, 

statistically significant differences in means are observed between public and private schools on 

the need index and for the percent of single-headed households. Overall, public schools appear to 

occupy block groups that are slightly more disadvantaged than private schools, but not across all 

measures. Differences in means between charter schools and both public and private schools 

achieve statistical significance on the need index and for the percent of residents who are African 

American or do not have a high school diploma. There are also significant differences between 

charter schools and public schools for the percent of residents below age 18 and who reside in 

single-headed households and between charter schools and private schools for the percent of 

residents receiving public assistance. Charter schools are shown to occupy neighborhoods that 

have more African American residents and are more disadvantaged than both public and private 

schools although the exact nature of this disadvantage varies. No differences in means among 

school types achieve statistical significance for measures of neighborhood diversity. 

 

  



114 

 

 

1
1
4 

New Jersey charter school clusters 

It is important to note that comparisons of population means and tests for statistical 

significance do not indicate whether observed differences are substantive–that is, that schools are 

viewed as serving different student sub-groups by potential consumers. While the findings 

presented in Table 5.1 highlight dominant trends, they are only suggestive in nature and do not 

fully account for how charter schools’ may interact with their local environment. To better 

understand how neighborhood characteristics, district boundaries, and nearby competitors shape 

charter school supply, I constructed a series of maps displaying the location of charter schools 

and other school types at the state level and within select Abbott districts.  

Map 5.2 displays the location of public, private and open and closed charter schools 

across New Jersey.  “Buffers” or rings are drawn around Abbott districts at distances of 2.5 and 

7.5 miles.
54

 Descriptive statistics have already shown that at the state level and in non-Abbott 

districts charters schools are far more likely to occupy neighborhoods with greater social and 

economic needs and more diverse populations than other school types. Map 5.2 shows that this 

finding is the result of charter schools clustering in and around Abbott districts. Ninety-two 

percent of charter schools are located within 7.5 miles of Abbott districts and a substantial 

number of those are found within the narrow 5 mile band established between the two buffer 

distances.  

                                                 
54

 The distance of 2.5 miles was not arbitrarily selected. Rather, it represents the distance producing the largest Z 

scores when testing for evidence of autocorrelation between charter school locations and measures of socio-

economic status and race. This finding led to the creation of buffers at a distance of 2.5 miles and an obvious pattern 

emerged. The issue of autocorrelation is discussed later in this chapter.  
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*See table 5.1 for legend of school types (e.g. public, private, and charter) 
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Table 5.5 confirms that while the vast majority of charter schools are located within 

Abbott districts, the second highest concentration of schools is located between the distances of 

2.5 and 7.5 miles from Abbott district centers. In fact, more charter schools are found to be 

currently operating in this artificially created ring (11) than in all other potential sites in non-

Abbott districts (10). This clustering effect appears particularly strong in areas surrounding more 

isolated, suburban Abbott districts like Asbury Park, Burlington, Neptune, New Brunswick, and 

Pemberton that may not host many charter schools themselves. In contrast, almost no charter 

schools encircle the large, urban areas of Camden, Jersey City and Newark. 

 

Table 5.5  Proximity of Charter Schools to Abbott Districts 

 All Charter 

Schools 

Open Charter 

Schools 

Closed Charter 

Schools 

Abbott districts 85 69 16 

< 2.5 miles 7 3 4 

2.5 < 7.5 miles 17 11 6 

> 7.5 miles 10 7 3 

Total 119 90 29 

 

 

Neighbor and neighborhood links 

The data and maps presented above show that New Jersey charter schools are located in 

more disadvantaged and diverse neighborhoods than other school types (e.g. public and private). 

This phenomenon appears to result from their proximity to Abbott districts and is consistent with 

assumptions that charter schools will seek out areas with more severe educational needs and 

greater consumer demand. What remains unclear is how charter schools behave within these 

markets. In other words, where are charter schools located relative to the specific student 

populations they are assumed to serve? At more detailed levels of analysis will charter schools 

be shown to behave in accordance with state trends and continue to seek out neighborhoods 
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demonstrating the greatest need for new schooling options? Or, once promising educational 

markets have been identified, might charter schools begin to position themselves more 

strategically, clustering in slightly more advantaged neighborhoods to increase competitive 

advantages and pursue niche markets?  

 To answer these questions, I tested for spatial autocorrelation among charter school 

locations using Moran’s I statistic at the block group level. As explained in chapter 3, Moan’s I 

statistic can be used to test for spatial patterns (e.g. clustered, dispersed, random) among objects 

and associated attributes, thereby accounting for neighbor or neighborhood effects. Tests for 

significant clustering relied on the inverse distance among schools (i.e. schools in closer 

proximity have a greater effect) at a distance threshold of 2.5 miles (i.e. schools beyond this 

distance were ignored). The distance of 2.5 miles was selected, because consistent with the 

principles of ESDA it produced the maximum Z-score among a series of tests with different 

distance thresholds.  

As Table 5.6 shows, tests for autocorrelation among charter schools that factor in the 

need index scores of the block groups in which those schools are located show that in Jersey 

City, Hoboken and Newark there is less than a 1% likelihood that clustering results from random 

chance. Findings do not show evidence of clustering in Camden or Trenton. The neighborhood 

effects of race appear to be more pronounced and have a stronger association with charter school 

locations. Tests for autocorrelation show that in Camden and Newark there is less than 1% 

likelihood the observed pattern of charter schools clustering in block groups with greater 

percentages of African Americans results from random chance. The likelihood that patterns  
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Table 5.6  Tests for Autocorrelation among Charter School Locations and Neighborhood 

Attributes  

SES Need Index 

 

n dist. Moran's I Expected I Variance Z score P value 

Abbott charters 86 5.0 m 0.535 -0.016 0.012 5.085 0.000
*** 

Newark Area
a 32 2.5 m 0.226 -0.033 0.006 3.476 0.001

*** 

Jersey City
b 16 2.5 m 0.269 -0.067 0.022 2.283 0.023

** 

Camden 8 2.5 m 0.062 -0.143 0.061 0.827 0.409 

Trenton
c 13 2.5 m 0.246 -0.091 0.062 1.352 0.176 

  
      

Percent African American 

 

n dist. Moran's I Expected I Variance Z score P value 

Abbott charters 86 5.0 m 0.644 -0.013 0.010 6.717 0.000
*** 

Newark Area 32 2.5 m 0.378 -0.033 0.006 5.509 0.000
*** 

Jersey City 16 2.5 m 0.281 -0.067 0.023 2.310 0.021
** 

Camden 8 2.5 m 0.587 -0.143 0.070 2.768 0.006
*** 

Trenton 13 2.5 m 0.562 -0.091 0.068 2.504 0.012
** 

  
      

Neighborhood Diversity Index 

 

n dist. Moran's I Expected I Variance Z score P value 

Abbott charters 86 5.0 m 0.487 -0.012 0.010 5.126 0.000
*** 

Newark Area 32 2.5 m 0.263 -0.033 0.006 3.970 0.000
*** 

Jersey City 16 2.5 m 0.073 -0.067 0.024 0.904 0.366 

Camden 8 2.5 m 0.632 -0.143 0.087 2.623 0.009
*** 

Trenton 13 2.5 m 0.398 -0.091 0.067 1.887 0.059
* 

*
significant at α = .1; significant at α = .05; *** significant at α = .01 

a
Newark includes East Orange and Irvington 

b
Jersey City and Hoboken examined together to increase sample size 

c
Distance parameters led to inclusion of two charters in non-Abbott districts (Hamilton & Ewing) in Trenton 

sample 
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observed in Jersey City, Hoboken and Trenton are random is less than 5%.
55

 Tests for 

autocorrelation that take into account scores on the neighborhood diversity index are less 

conclusive. While there is less than 1% likelihood that locations in more diverse block groups in 

Camden and Newark result from random chance. In Trenton, the likelihood is above 5% (.0591), 

perhaps do to the greater proportion of charter schools located in the district’s central core, and 

there is no evidence of clustering in or around diverse block groups in Jersey City and 

Hoboken.
56

 

It is important to note that tests for autocorrelation using Moran’s I statistic are limited to 

examining overarching spatial patterns observed across entire samples. The findings in Table 5.6 

do not account for variations that may be observed within districts or metropolitan areas, a useful 

step in determining where clusters of charter schools are most likely to emerge. This limitation 

may be addressed by using Local Moran’s I statistic to test for where spatial patterns among 

neighboring features are most similar at both high and low values as well as most different 

within a given sample. Neighbors with statistically significant similarities in values are deemed 

clustered and neighbors with statistically significant differences are considered spatial outliers. 

School locations may then be mapped against the backdrop of these clusters and outliers to better 

understand spatial patterns. The result is a series of maps that display patterns consistent with 

previous examinations of charter schools locations, but based on statistical calculations rather 

than the, hopefully, informed judgment of the researcher. 

                                                 
55

 Similar to Camden and Newark, charter schools in Jersey City and Trenton also appear to circle neighborhoods 

with greater percentages of African American residents. In contrast, Hoboken appears to have few African American 

residents in its central core where charter schools are located. 

 
56

 Findings in Jersey City and Hoboken may be the result of joining the two areas to achieve a larger sample. 

Hoboken supports only 4 charter schools. Visual evidence suggests that Jersey City charter schools tend to locate in 

more diverse neighborhoods. Hoboken charter schools tend to locate in less diverse neighborhoods. Combing the 

two districts may result in an overall pattern that appears random. 
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Maps 5.3 to 5.5 show the location of charter schools in the Camden, Newark and Trenton 

metropolitan areas in relation to statistically significant clusters and spatial outliers based on the 

need index scores of individual block groups. These areas represent a purposive sample intended 

to provide greater insight into the location and distribution of charter schools in Abbott districts. 

The selected districts are large in size, broadly distributed throughout the state, and enroll a 

significant proportion of the state’s school age population. Overall, 10% of public school 

students and 55% of New Jersey charter schools are located in the Abbott districts displayed in 

these maps, which include: Camden, East Orange, Elizabeth, Gloucester, Hoboken, Irvington, 

Jersey City, Newark, Orange, Trenton, Union, and West New York (see Map 3.1). 

Overall, a fairly even number of charter schools appear to be located both within clusters 

sharing high values on the need index (i.e. more disadvantaged) and in neighborhoods encircling 

these same clusters. In a revealing pattern, however, charter schools in Newark appear to follow 

a patchwork of less disadvantaged neighborhoods throughout the district. A similar pattern is 

observed in Camden although almost the entire district is a cluster of high need neighborhoods, 

which appears to have enveloped a number of school sites. In Trenton, charter schools appear to 

demonstrate a clear ringing pattern as described on other maps although a minority of charter   
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schools are in clusters of high need neighborhoods. Jersey City and Hoboken charter schools 

appear to avoid locating in high need areas. 

Stronger clustering, or more accurately, circling patterns are observed when examining 

charter school locations in relation to the percent of African American residents in block groups. 

Maps 5.6 to 5.8 show that in Camden 7 out of 8 charter schools circle clusters of predominately 

African American neighborhoods. In Jersey City (80%) and Trenton (>60%), charter schools are 

also located outside such areas. In Newark, East Orange, and Irvington a majority of charter 

schools are clustered within predominately African American neighborhoods. However, this 

finding is largely due to high levels of racial isolation among African American residents in 

these districts. There are very few neighborhoods that are not predominately African American. 

Despite this finding, it is still notable that many charter schools in Newark, East Orange, and 

Irvington appear to be located on the outskirts of predominately African American 

neighborhoods or near district boundaries. Hoboken shows no evidence of clustering given the 

relatively small proportions of African Americans in the district.  

Maps 5.9 to 5.11 show the location of charter schools in relation to clusters of racially 

diverse neighborhoods. Strong trends are not observed. Block groups in Camden, Hoboken, 

Newark, and Trenton containing charter schools do not appear to be overly diverse or racially 

isolated and generally speaking are not clustered in any observable pattern. The one exception is 

Jersey City, which shows a clear pattern of charter schools locating in clusters of racially diverse 

neighborhoods that circle predominately African American neighborhoods classified as spatial 

outliers due to the degree they deviate from the attributes of other nearby neighborhoods. 
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Logistic regression analysis with spatial lags 

 Logistic regression analysis was used to further examine trends in charter school 

locations and predict statistically significant associations with neighborhood attributes. A spatial 

cross-regressive model was used to control for influencing factors across space. Table 5.7 

displays descriptive statistics for the dependent and independent variables. The dependent 

variable records whether one or more charter schools are located in a given New Jersey block 

group. Block groups with fewer than 50 residents were removed from the dataset due to exclude 

neighborhoods too volatile to accurately describe local norms. Initial analysis examined all New 

Jersey block groups, accounting for all possible school locations. Charter schools were observed 

in 100 distinct block groups where n = 6,443.  

A secondary analysis examined charter schools in only those block groups contained in 

Abbott districts. Charter schools were observed in 69 block groups out of a total of 1,398.
57

 

Given that the overwhelming majority of charter schools are found in Abbott districts and that 

measurements of neighborhood attributes describing these school environments likely occupy the 

tail end of state distributions, this secondary analysis is an appropriate step for isolating and more 

accurately identifying charter school locations. Further, Abbott district are formally designated 

as under-resourced areas with a history of poor school performance. Limiting analysis to block 

groups within these districts serves as a control for differences in student achievement, a variable  

  

                                                 
57

 Two reasons explain differences in the number of previously identified open charter schools in New Jersey (see 

Table 4.2) and the number of block groups observed to contain charter schools in this analysis. First, the dependent 

variable measures whether one or more charter schools are present in a given neighborhood. Some block groups 

were found to contain more than one charter school, resulting in a smaller number of perceived charter schools. This 

situation was infrequent and therefore did not justify the use of an ordinal logistic regression. Second, as noted in the 

text above, block groups with fewer than 50 residents were excluded from this analysis. One charter school was 

found to occupy such a block group.   
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Table 5.7  Descriptive statistics for New Jersey block groups 

 

New Jersey Abbott districts 

Dependent variable pop. sample pop. sample 

Charter school(s) in block group (Yes = 1, No = 0) 119 100 86 69 

     

     Local independent variables mean sd mean sd 

% age 17 and under 24.43% 0.075 26.80% 0.086 

% African American school age residents 13.59% 0.237 36.81% 0.341 

% Hispanic school age residents 12.84% 0.182 23.03% 0.265 

Race/Ethnicity diversity index 0.424 0.274 0.427 0.261 

Socio-economic need index 0.562 0.332 0.858 0.370 

% unemployed 6.17% 0.065 11.95% 0.084 

% on public assistance 3.08% 0.051 8.23% 0.080 

% without high school diploma 18.76% 0.14 35.25% 0.148 

% single-headed households 14.42% 0.139 30.42% 0.173 

% with Bachelor's degree 28.37% 0.189 14.26% 0.137 

% vacant units 5.71% 0.099 7.62% 0.075 

     Spatial lags mean sd mean sd 

% African American school age residents, 

adjacent block groups 12.51% 0.211 36.76% 0.314 

Socio-economic need index, 

 adjacent block groups 0.423 0.290 0.862 0.290 

% enrolled in private school,  

adjacent block groups 18.91% 0.080 17.20% 0.098 

Median income,  

adjacent block groups $60,428  $22,829  $36,034  $10,777 

     Total New Jersey block groups: n = 6,443 

    Total Abbott district block groups: n = 1,398 
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that is not available at the neighborhood level.
58

 All neighborhoods in Abbott districts may be 

viewed by charter school operators as low-performing. 

 Independent variables of principal interest measured educational demand and need and 

served as proxies for vertical and horizontal product differentiation. (For a fuller discussion, see 

chapter 3.) Specifically, logistic regression models included as variables the SES need index or 

its individual components, the percent of African American school age residents separated from 

the SES need index in all models to prevent double counting, and the diversity need index. 

Additional independent variables introduced to control for other factors thought to influence 

charter school locations included: the percent of residents age 17 or younger in a given block 

group to represent market size and viability; the percent of Hispanic school age residents to more 

fully represent the racial/ethnic composition of each neighborhood; the percent of residents with 

Bachelor’s degree to provide an additional measure of educational attainment for measuring 

social capital, which findings presented below suggest may have a unique affect; and the percent 

of vacant units to address practical limitations and measure available space for school-related 

activities. 

 Spatial lags were also introduced to account for potential charter school responses to 

neighboring areas. They were created by averaging values for select attributes in adjacent block 

groups (i.e. those sharing common borders). Spatial lags for the SES need index and percent of 

African American school age residents were created given the assumption that these factors have 

a pervasive influence on charter schools’ location decisions, influencing both immediate and 

adjacent neighborhoods. In addition, a spatial lag was created to measure the percent of block 

                                                 
58

 It is important to note that groupings of Abbott districts and non-Abbott districts describe different spatial units 

than those describing the neighborhood attributes used in this logistic regression analysis (i.e. school district versus 

block group). More thorough methods for controlling for differences across district types would be to use a fixed-

effects or multilevel model that accounts for different levels in data (Gelman & Hill, 2007). These methods may be 

used in future analyses, but are beyond the scope of this study. 
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group residents enrolled in private school. The assumption here is that charter schools are likely 

to seek market advantages by locating some distance away from areas of greatest competition. It 

is possible that charter schools may also benefit from locating close enough to private schools to 

attract children enrolled whose parents wish to save costs on tuition, but it should be noted that I 

estimated models that included the percent of private schools in charter schools immediate block 

groups and this variable was found to be insignificant.. Finally, a spatial lag was also created for 

median income level, which served as an alternative and, perhaps, cleaner measure of local 

resources and economic need, requiring fewer computational steps than need to create a spatial 

lag of the SES need index.  

 Not surprisingly, Table 5.7 shows substantial differences in descriptive statistics 

describing block groups in Abbott districts compared to all of New Jersey. Large differences are 

observed among mean values for the SES need index, the percent of African American school 

age residents, and the percent vacant units. Notably, mean values do not differ substantially for 

the diversity index or the percent of student enrolled in private school. 

 Table 5.8 presents logistic regression results estimating the likelihood that a charter 

school is found in a given New Jersey block group. Model 1 estimates potential responses to 

demand for new schooling options at varying levels of need. It predicts a .012 probability that a 

charter school will locate in the typical New Jersey neighborhood–that is, in a hypothetical block 

group with measures for all variables matching their respective means. This small effect is to be 

expected given the small number of charter schools in New Jersey compared to the total number 

of block groups. Individual model predictors are all shown to be statistically significant at the 

.01level with the exception of the percent of vacant units. Specifically, an increase  
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Table 5.8 Logistic Regression Estimates of Neighborhood Effects on Charter School 
Locations 

Local independent variables Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 

Intercept -3.764
***

 -3.786
*** 

-4.623
*** 

-3.991
*** 

 

(0.336) (0.396) (0.527) (0.762) 

% population ≤ 17 -4.429
*** 

-4.771
*** 

-4.866
*** 

-4.321
***

 

 

(1.227) (1.354) (1.283) (1.317) 

% African American 2.018
***

 2.031
***

 1.022 1.032 

 

(0.405) (0.420) (0.872) (0.887) 

% Hispanic 

  

0.868 0.896 

   

(0.773) (0.732) 

Diversity index -1.301
***

 -1.228
***

 -1.190
***

 -0.974
**

 

 

(0.406) (0.413) (0.436) (0.433) 

Need index 1.509
***

 

 

1.048
**

 1.286
***

 

 

(0.310) 

 

(0.493) (0.446) 

% unemployed 

 

-0.149   

 

  

(1.318)   

 % on public assistance 

 

1.723   

 

  

(1.687)   

 % single-headed household 

 

1.800
**

   

 

  

(0.886)   

 % without HS diploma 

 

2.049
**

   

 

  

(0.798)   

 % bachelor's degree 

  

1.658
*
 2.024

**
 

   

(0.859) (0.948) 

% vacant units -0.984 -1.007 -1.516 -1.309 

 

(1.265) (1.286) (1.360) (1.316) 

Spatial Lags 

  

  

 
% African American in adjacent block groups 

  

1.467
*
 1.470

*
 

   

(0.924) (0.881) 

Need index, adjacent block groups 

  

0.965 

 

   

(0.632) 

 %  private schools in adjacent block groups 

  

  3.559
***

 

   

  (1.257) 

median income, adjacent block groups 

  

  -0.000
**

 

   

  (0.000) 

   

  

 
-2 x Log-Likelihood 907.986 906.064 893.334 883.555 

N 6443 6443 6443 6443 

***p-value ≤ .01, **p-value ≤ .05, *p-value ≤ .10 
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of 1 SD from the mean (24%) percentage of school age children  reduces the predicted 

probability of a charter school locating in a given block group by .004. This finding runs counter 

to assumptions that charter schools will locate in areas where consumer demand is greatest. 

Charter schools do appear to respond, however, to vertical and horizontal product differentiation 

and seek out diverse neighborhoods with at-risk populations. An increase of 1 SD on the SES 

index raises the predicted probability of a charter school locating in a given block group by .021; 

an increase of 1 SD on the diversity index (i.e. greater racial isolation) reduces the predicted 

probability by .004; and a 1 SD increase from the mean (13.5%) percentage of African American 

school age residents increases the probability by .008. Further, the effect for African Americans 

appears to accelerate as their proportion grows. Increasing the percentage of African American 

school age residents by 2 SDs increases the predicted probability of finding a charter school by 

an additional .12.
59

 Findings for these variables are consistent with common assumptions about 

how charter schools respond to measures of educational need and student diversity. 

Model 2 substitutes the SES need index for its individual components to examine their 

isolated effects. The percent of residents without a high school diploma and the percent of single-

headed households are both found to be statistically significant at the .05 level. Interestingly, one 

may argue that these two variables are more strongly associated with social status than the other 

components of the SES need index, which are not significantly associated with charter school 

locations. An increase of 1 SD from the mean (18.8%) percentage for residents with a high 

school diploma increases the predicted probability by .003, and a1 SD increase from the mean 

(14.4%) percentage of single-headed households also increases the probability by .003. All other 

                                                 
59

 The reported effect for percent school age African American residents on charter school locations led to analyses 

estimating different representations of this variable, including a squared term, but they were found to be statistically 

insignificant and are not reported here.   
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variables included in Model 2 are shown to have signs, coefficients, and predictive values 

consistent with Model 1. 

Models 3 and 4 introduce spatial lags, or variables describing attributes in adjacent block 

groups. The introduction of these “neighbor effects” is shown to alter previous interpretations for 

some variables. For example, Model 4, which may be considered the more complete cross-

regressive model, predicts an increased .042 probability of a charter school locating in the typical 

New Jersey neighborhood.
60

 More importantly, the coefficient for percent of African American 

school age residents in the charter schools’ own block group is no longer statistically significant. 

Instead, the spatial lag measuring the percent of African Americans in adjacent block groups is 

significant at the .1 level. An increase of 1 SD from the mean (12.5%) is estimated to raise the 

predicted probability of a charter school locating in a given block group by .015. Increasing the 

percentage of African American school age residents in adjacent block groups by 2 SDs 

increases the probability by .034.  Estimates for other variables describing educational demand 

and need remain largely unchanged. 

Model 4 includes additional variables controlling for other factors thought to influence 

charter school locations. The coefficient for percent Hispanic is not statistically significant. The 

percent of residents with a Bachelor’s degree is significant at the .05 level and a 1 SD increase 

from the mean (28.4%) is associated with an increase in the predicted probability by .019. Two 

additional spatial lags also achieve statistical significance. The percentage of residents enrolled 

in private schools is significant at the .01 level. Here, a 1 SD increase from the mean (18.9%) is 

associated with a .013 increase in the predicted probability. The average median income of 

                                                 
60

 The estimated probability of a charter school locating in a given block group is not an indication of model fit. 

Variables found to be statistically significant may actually predict a reduced likelihood of finding a charter school in 

a given block group. It is standard to use deviance to describe model fit for logistic regression analyses. Deviance is 

viewed as analogous to residual standard deviation in linear regression models and is defined as -2 x the logarithm 

of the likelihood function (for further discussion see Gelman & Hill, 2007, p. 100-101).  
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adjacent block groups is statistically significant at the .05 level, but its effect appears non-

substantive. These findings match assumptions that charter schools are likely to locate in 

neighborhoods with higher levels of social capital, outside neighborhoods that are more 

competitive, and near neighborhoods that are resource poor and likely desire new schooling 

options. 

Table 5.9 presents findings for logistic regression models estimating the likelihood that a 

charter school is found in a given Abbott block group. Model 5 estimates potential responses to 

demand for new schooling options at varying levels of need. The predicted probability that a 

charter school will locate in the typical Abbott neighborhood is 039. This is an increase from the 

estimate produced for all New Jersey block groups, but not surprising given the heavy 

concentration of charter schools in Abbott districts and the smaller sample size. All variables 

included in Model 5 are found to be statistically significant at the .01 level with the exception of 

percent of vacant units. Estimated effects are generally the same as for all New Jersey block 

groups. A 1 SD increase from the mean (26.8%) percentage of school age residents reduces the 

predicted probability of a charter school locating in a given Abbott block group by .014; a 1 SD 

increase in the SES need index raises the probability by .015; and a 1 SD increase in the diversity 

index reduces the probability by .014. The estimated effect of a 1 SD increase from the mean 

(36.8%) percentage of African American school age residents is noticeably larger, raising the 

predicted probability by .035. A 2 SD increase from the mean raises the predicted probability by 

.098.  
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Table 5.9  Logistic Regression Estimates of Neighborhood Effects on Charter School 
Locations in Abbott Districts 

Local independent variables Model 5 Model 6 Model 7 Model 8 

Intercept -2.409
***

 -2.368
*** 

-4.018
*** 

-3.856
*** 

 

(0.407) (0.498) (0.849) (1.125) 

% population ≤ 17 -5.535
*** 

-6.011
*** 

-5.394
*** 

-5.651
***

 

 

(1.490) (1.677) (1.636) (1.642) 

% African American 1.999
***

 2.012
***

 1.434 1.567 

 

(0.536) (0.570) (1.189) (1.217) 

% Hispanic 

  

1.044 1.434 

   

(1.070) (1.075) 

Diversity index -1.824
***

 -1.821
***

 -1.913
***

 -1.837
***

 

 

(0.631) (0.633) (0.640) (0.633) 

Need index 0.900
**

 

 

1.048
*
 1.286

**
 

 

(0.401) 

 

(0.493) (0.446) 

% unemployed 

 

-0.175   

 

  

(1.504)   

 % on public assistance 

 

1.196   

 

  

(1.868)   

 % single-headed household 

 

1.277   

 

  

(1.102)   

 % without HS diploma 

 

1.101   

 

  

(0.990)   

 % bachelor's degree 

  

2.618
**

 2.294
*
 

   

(1.238) (1.320) 

% vacant units -0.534 -0.632 -1.266 -0.747 

 

(1.577) (1.616) (1.645) (1.620) 

Spatial Lags 

  

  

 
% African American in adjacent block groups 

  

1.454 1.539 

   

(1.018) (0.991) 

need index, adjacent block groups 

  

0.479 

 

   

(0.738) 

 %  private schools in adjacent block groups 

  

  3.969
**

 

   

  (1.676) 

median income, adjacent block groups 

  

  -0.000 

   

  (0.000) 

   

  

 
-2 x Log-Likelihood 515.631 515.059 507.745 502.550 

N 1,398 1,398 1,398 1,398 

***p-value ≤ .01, **p-value ≤ .05, *p-value ≤ .10 
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Remaining models featured in Table 5.9 further describe factors that may predict charter 

schools locations. Model 6 replaces the SES need index with its individual components. None of 

these variables are found to be statistically significant for Abbott districts, a marked difference 

from their additive affect expressed through the SES need index. Model 7 and 8 introduce spatial 

lags and additional control variables. Focusing on model 8, measures of market demand, socio-

economic need, and student diversity are shown to produce effects similar to previous models 

(although the SES need index is now statistically significant at the .05 level). Interestingly, 

measures of the percent of African American school age residents in both immediate and 

adjacent block groups are not statistically significant, raising questions about the role 

race/ethnicity may play in determining charter school locations in areas that are already heavily 

minority.  

Other factors that appear to influence charter school locations include: the spatial lag for 

the percent of students enrolled in private school is statistically significant at the .05 level. A 1 

SD increase from the mean (17.2%) raises the predicted probability by .029. The percent of 

residents with a Bachelor’s degree is significant at the .1 level. A 1 SD increase from the mean 

(14.3%) raises the predicted probability by .023. 

 

Discussion 

The above analyses generally show that New Jersey charter schools are attracted to areas 

of high demand and educational need. Descriptive statistics measuring neighborhood attributes 

show that, on average, charter schools across the state and within both non-Abbott and Abbott 

districts are located in block groups with higher SES need index scores and with greater 

percentages of African American school age residents than other school types (e.g. traditional 
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public and private). Charter schools also tend to be found in more racially diverse block groups 

although differences in means did not achieve statistical significance within Abbott districts. By 

principally locating in and around disadvantaged urban areas, charter schools are presumably 

able to engage active educational marketplaces where there is strong support for improved 

schooling options.  

While on the surface such findings support the basic assumptions of charter school 

reform, evidence also hints at potentially more complex relationships between individual schools 

and their surrounding neighborhoods than has been widely discussed. For example, charter 

schools are shown to locate in block groups with slightly lower percentages of school age 

children than public and private schools. And, although differences in means among school types 

were not statistically significant, it is noteworthy that despite being disproportionately located in 

dense urban settings New Jersey charter schools do not appear to seek out neighborhoods with 

the greatest proportion of “natural consumers.” Charter schools are also shown to occupy block 

groups that are simultaneously more diverse and have greater percentages of African American 

residents than other school types. Of course, it is not unreasonable that increasing the proportion 

of African American residents in a given neighborhood adds to its overall racially diversity–the 

mean percentage for African Americans in block groups containing charter schools is below 50% 

for all examined settings–but, given that many racially isolated neighborhoods can be found in 

New Jersey where the percentage of African American school age residents exceeds 80%, it 

would appear that despite over-representing African American families charter schools do not 

primarily locate in neighborhoods they are most heavily clustered. Considering well established 

links between race/ethnicity, income and school performance, this observation may have 

important ramifications for the expectations we place on charter school reform. More pertinent to 
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this study, the above trends indicate that charter schools may position themselves to reduce 

competition levels and the expected challenges of enrolling highly disadvantaged students. 

To better understand these patterns describing charter school supply, three distinct spatial 

analyses were conducted, which included series of maps documenting individual charter school 

locations across the state and in select metropolitan areas (e.g. Camden, Newark, and Trenton). 

The first spatial analysis used established ESDA techniques to compare charter schools to their 

immediate neighborhoods surroundings. Second, Moran’s I and Local Moran’s I statistics were 

used to test for autocorrelation among neighborhood attributes and charter school locations were 

mapped against local “hot spots” and “cold spots”–that is, areas where similarities or extreme 

differences in measured values describing adjacent neighborhoods achieved statistical 

significance. Third, logistic regression analysis was used to identify significant associations 

between charter school locations and neighborhood attributes and describe block groups that are 

most likely to support new charter schools. 

Analyses at the state level revealed that charter schools in non-Abbott districts tend to 

cluster around Abbott districts. Specifically, a high proportion of charters occupy a narrow band 

circling Abbott districts at a distance of 2.5 to 7.5 miles. Residents of neighborhoods in this band 

tend to be of lower socio-economic status and more diverse. It appears that charter schools in 

non-Abbott districts charter schools tend to emerge in areas with greater educational needs that 

are presumably more receptive to expanded choice, but remain wary of the potential pitfalls of 

locating too close to Abbott districts and their associated educational problems. It is notable that 

the ringing patterns observed in non-Abbott districts are strongest in areas surrounding more 

isolated, suburban Abbott districts like Asbury Park, Burlington, Neptune, New Brunswick, 
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where the problems associated with high need areas are viewed as smaller, more easily 

contained, and, perhaps, less likely to seep into inner ring suburbs.  

Logistic regression analysis produced findings matching visual evidence on state trends. 

Specifically, estimates predicted that there is an increased likelihood that charter schools will 

locate in block groups that have greater socio-economic needs and are more diverse. Other 

factors were also significantly associated with charter school locations, suggesting that school-

level decision-making is complex and multi-faceted. An increase in the percent of school age 

residents in a given block group reduced the likelihood of finding a charter school in this space. 

It is possible that areas with large proportions of school age residents may signify communities 

that charter schools are hesitant to engage, such as public housing projects. These interpretations 

are speculative, of course, and beyond the explanatory power of this analysis. Charter schools 

also appeared responsive to measures of educational attainment. The increased likelihood of 

finding charter schools in block groups where greater proportions of residents possess a BA 

suggests social capital and greater local resources may influence locational decisions.
61

 Finally, 

charter school locations did not appear to be influenced by the practical concern of finding 

available space to open and operate new schools.  

Perhaps the most significant contribution of the statewide logistic regression analysis to 

this study is the inclusion of spatial lags to examine the influence of adjacent neighborhood 

attributes on charter school locations. Charter schools were estimated to be increasingly likely to 

                                                 
61

 It is notable that charter schools appear more likely to locate in both neighborhoods with greater percentages of 

residents without a high school degree and neighborhoods with greater percentages of residents with a Bachelor’s 

degree. These two findings seem contradictory. For this reason, additional regression models not presented in this 

chapter were run for the missing educational attainment category–percent of residents with a high school degree. 

The coefficient for this variable was found to be negative, suggesting that educational attainment has a parabolic 

relationship with block groups containing charter schools. It may be argued that charter schools are responsive to 

both tails of the population distribution. Very low levels of attainment indicate strong need for new schools, while 

very high levels of attainment indicate significant social capital and other assets that may be leveraged to support 

local schools. Block groups in the middle of the distribution for educational attainment have neither strong demand 

nor competitive advantages that may benefit charter schools. 
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locate in block groups when adjacent block groups contained greater proportions of students 

enrolled in private schools, greater proportions of African American school age residents, and 

lower median incomes. These spatial lags support visual evidence displayed in maps showing 

charter schools to ring racially-isolated areas with greater socio-economic needs. It would appear 

that charter schools may avoid neighborhoods where students may be more challenging to 

educate, however, whether this outcome is the product of strategic decision-making to gain 

competitive advantages is unclear. 

Findings specific to Abbott districts proved more difficult to interpret. Maps of charter 

schools in the Camden, Newark, and Trenton metropolitan areas presented findings similar to 

those gathered at the state level. Charter schools were frequently found to be located near, but 

not within block groups with high need index scores and greater percentages of African 

American school age residents. Differences were observed, however, across Abbott districts. 

Charter schools in Camden, Jersey City, and Trenton, for example, tended to cluster in more 

affluent and more diverse neighborhoods outside the districts’ central core. A clear ringing patter 

was observed. In Newark (and East Orange and Irvington), charter schools were more scattered 

and often found in block groups identified as severely at-risk. Hoboken was shown to be an 

outlier compared to other Abbott districts with more local resources and fewer minority 

residents. Charter schools located in the district’s central core in neighborhoods with lower 

scores on the need index and fewer African American residents. 

To better understand these deviations, tests were run for autocorrelation among 

neighborhood attributes using Moran’s I and Local Moran’s I statistic and charter schools were 

map around “hot spots” or those areas where block groups with high percentages of African 

American families and high SES need index scores were clustered together. Visual evidence 
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suggested that the primary drivers of charter school supply is the percent of African American 

school age residents in a given block groups and, to a lesser extent, socio-economic need. In 

Newark, charter schools that had previously appeared to locate in neighborhoods with greater 

educational and economic needs and larger proportions of African Americans, were frequently 

found near spatial outliers that may be thought of as well-resourced enclaves within larger 

depressed areas. No specific trends were observed for neighborhood diversity index scores. 

Trends related to neighborhood diversity seem to result from the fact that charter schools tend to 

locate in block groups with fewer African American residents, rather than any specific attempt to 

seek out more diverse neighborhoods. 

 Logistic regression analysis, however, told a slightly different story. Measures of socio-

economic need and community diversity, again standing in as expressions of vertical and 

horizontal product differentiation, proved significant predictors of charter school locations, as 

did measures of educational attainment and consumer demand represented by the percentage of 

school age residents in a given block group. Charter schools appeared more likely to locate in 

neighborhoods with fewer economic and educational resources, but where residents were more 

diverse and better educated and where demand for services remained manageable. When logistic 

regression analysis only accounted for charter schools immediate neighborhoods, the percent of 

African American school age residents was also a significant predictor of charter school 

locations, a finding consistent with the descriptive and visual evidence presented throughout this 

chapter. The introduction of spatial lags nullified this effect. The percent of African Americans 

in a charter school’s immediate neighborhood, as well as surrounding areas was no longer found 

to be was significantly associated with its choice of location. The introduction of spatial lags did 
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show that charter schools tended to locate in neighborhoods adjacent to highly competitive 

environments (i.e. greater percentages of students enrolled in private school). 

 The underlying reason for discrepancies between the visual evidence presented in this 

chapter and the logistic regression estimates for Abbott districts, as well as the differences in the 

statewide logistic regression analysis and the one focused on Abbott districts remains unclear. It 

is likely that differences in how data is analyzed through ESDA research techniques versus 

logistic regression analysis produces different outcomes, highlighting the pros and cons 

associated with each research technique. Data mining, localized analyses of autocorrelation, and 

dynamic mapping all allow charter school locations to be examined at the individual level. 

Differences between school districts (e.g. Camden, Newark, and Trenton) can be explored and, 

perhaps, reconciled to produce an overarching explanation for school behaviors. Yet, conclusions 

are ultimately subject to researchers’ interpretations. It is difficult to generalize findings or 

establish causal relationships or even statistically significant associations among variables. In 

contrast, logistic regression analysis produces estimates predicting the likelihood of specific 

behaviors. Multiple predictors can be introduced and controlled for in the same model and 

associations among independent predictors and the dependent variable can be evaluated for 

statistical significance. But, data is ultimately treated in a uniform fashion. Difference behaviors 

in different locales can be obscured. It would appear that in this analysis, despite some evidence 

that charter schools in the Newark area are positioning themselves near district boundaries, 

spatial outliers and clusters of more affluent neighborhoods, the fact that a majority of 

neighborhoods in the area have high proportions of African American families masks this effect.  

Overall, it does not appear that charter schools are avoiding working with high-need, 

minority students. Unlike private schools that appear to demonstrate markedly different 
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behaviors in Abbott and non-Abbott districts, charter schools across all settings appear to seek 

out more disadvantaged neighborhoods than are typically served by other school types. Rather, it 

suggests that charter schools’ locational decisions may be tempered in ways that make the most 

disadvantaged neighborhoods undesirable, but it is difficult to determine the role strategic 

positioning may play in determining this outcome. 

 

Conclusion 

Evidence presented in this chapter challenges both assumptions and concerns regarding 

charter school behaviors. Critics of charter school reform have raised questions about the 

potential for choice to increase racial segregation, as well as their willingness of new schools to 

serve students with more severe educational needs. It is a useful insight that New Jersey charter 

schools, on average, are located in neighborhoods with greater educational needs and higher 

percentages of African American residents compared to other school types. This finding holds 

true not just at the state level, but within Abbott districts. By simultaneously locating in 

neighborhoods that have greater educational needs and are substantially diverse, whether 

purposefully or by chance, the opportunity does exist for charter schools to serve progressive 

ends through the redistribution of educational resources. The broad perspective provided by 

mapping school locations across settings provides a useful reminder that debates over how 

effectively charter schools attend to our most intense educational problems can obscure the 

overarching commitment of charter school operators to providing new educational opportunities 

in more disadvantaged areas. 

On the other hand, the clear ringing pattern displayed in non-Abbott districts and within 

the Camden, Newark and Trenton metropolitan areas forces us to consider more closely the 
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factors that may influence charter school locations and their potential bearing on the expected 

outcomes of reform. Charter schools appear to strategically cluster in areas that may effectively 

balance consumer demand and increased access to educational resources with reduced 

competition levels. This behavior is consistent with descriptions of firm locational decision-

making in the economic literature (see Porter, 1998) and supported by studies specific to school 

choice. For example, Taylor (2001) suggests that choice schools benefit from recognizing and 

responding to the hierarchical structure of educational offerings and locating in areas where they 

are seen as a preferable alternative to available schools, but still able to draw students. If school 

locations are influenced by efforts to cultivate learning environments most conducive to building 

successful schools, questions must be raised about the accessibility of new schooling options in 

neighborhoods that charter schools appear likely to avoid. While all students in a given district 

and beyond may be eligible to attend a given charter school, location and costs (e.g. time, 

information gathering, transportation) remain primary determinants of school enrollment. A lack 

of variability in charter school locations across the educational marketplaces may ultimately 

undermine the potential for new schools to fulfill promises to promote innovative educational 

programs suited to diverse schooling needs. Taken together, these points suggest limitations to 

the scalability of reform as currently structured.  

In closing, it is important to point out that this study relies on ESDA techniques and does 

not provide for causal inferences. In light of the questions raised above, a number of limitations 

should be kept in mind when interpreting results. First, this study uses the census block groups to 

approximate neighborhoods. This measure is imperfect and does not account for infrastructure, 

physical structures, or the personal relationships that define local perceptions of neighborhoods. 

Second, the variables used to measure market size, educational need, and student diversity serve 
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as proxies for estimates of vertical and horizontal product differentiation in determining school 

locations. Although there is strong evidence that these variables are frequently used as shortcuts 

for assessing school quality and the diversity of families schooling preferences and therefore 

likely to influence charter school operators perspectives, they are not exact measures of the true 

variables of interest. Measures of school quality using student achievement scores were not 

included in this study because such data is not readily available at the block group level.  Third, 

neighborhood attributes describing school locations are not expected to fully represent school 

catchment zones. It is necessary to better understand the link between school locations and 

student enrollments before drawing final conclusions. Thus, while the findings present above are 

consistent with economic theories of firm locations, they are not conclusive. In the next two 

chapters, I will examine more fully whether New Jersey charter school locations suggest 

evidence of strategic positioning and how this may impact student access to new learning 

opportunities and, ultimately, educational equity. 
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Chapter 6: Charter School Supply and Strategic Positioning within 

 the Educational Marketplace 

 

In this chapter, I examine more closely the role rational decision-making may play in 

determining charter school locations. Previously, I demonstrated that New Jersey’s charter 

school supply follows two distinct clustering patterns. First, charter schools in non-Abbott 

districts tend to circle Abbott districts in a narrow five mile band characterized by greater 

educational need and, presumably, consumer demand. Second, charter schools in Abbott districts 

tend to circle neighborhoods with higher levels of educational and economic disadvantage, and 

particularly neighborhoods with higher proportions of African American residents. Logistic 

regression confirmed statistically significant associations among charter school locations and 

proxies for market demand, educational need, and neighborhood diversity, although estimates for 

race/ethnicity were less conclusive. These findings suggest that New Jersey charter schools are 

most likely to locate in underserved areas, but also attracted to spaces that provide competitive 

advantages within the educational marketplace.  Their locational choices match trends observed 

in other states (see Arsen, Plank & Sykes, 2000; Henig & MacDonald, 2002; Lubienski & 

Gulosino, 2007; Lubienski, Gulosino, and Weitzel, 2009), and raise questions about the potential 

for reform to effectively serve all students, particularly those living in neighborhoods of greatest 

need. 

Of course, spatial analyses using ESDA research techniques are suggestive in nature, and 

although more advanced statistical techniques may accurately predict patterns of charter school 

supply, such findings do not equate to causal evidence. Other reasonable explanations may 

account for observed charter school locations, including: the cost of renting or purchasing space; 
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zoning regulations that prevent schools from operating in certain areas or on particular streets; 

and insurance redlining that makes it prohibitive to open up schools in the poorest or most 

segregated neighborhoods. Charter school locations may also reflect pre-existing social networks 

or political relationships that link individual schools to particular neighborhoods. As noted in 

chapter 2, disentangling the multiple factors that influence charter school decision-making is 

difficult, because traditional strategies for gathering data, such as interviews and surveys, are 

likely of limited use. Charter school reform remains controversial and school operators are 

expected to be highly sensitive to how school locations are perceived by state authorizers and 

play out across communities, particularly those working to reconcile class and racial divisions. 

They may struggle to accurately evaluate and communicate their behaviors. 

 Researchers have worked to improve understanding of factors guiding school level 

decisions by examining differences across school types and their responses to diverse contexts. 

Two approaches to categorizing charter schools are germane to this study. First, differences in 

charter schools’ educational programs or missions have been reported to impact not only 

teaching and learning, but also student enrollments, organizational structures, and general 

behaviors within the educational marketplace. Ausbrooks, Barrett, and Daniel (2005), for 

example, documented that charter schools serving at-risk youth in Texas did not appear to 

compete directly with traditional public schools for consumers, but rather tended to focus on 

providing individualized, self-paced curricula in alternative settings to students neglected by 

mainstream institutions. Rofes and Stulberg (2004) noted that ethnocentric charter schools 

serving African American and Native American communities are often designed to uplift 

historically marginalized students rather than engage the larger educational system. Such 

variations in educational programming provide researchers with touch points for understanding 
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how charter schools with markedly different purposes may market themselves to consumers and 

interact with surrounding communities. Evidence suggests that charters built around educational 

missions that deviate from more common schooling practices are often aimed at particular 

student sub-groups and may have little interest in engaging the larger educational marketplace 

Second, differences in market orientation have also been shown to influence charter 

schools’ behaviors. Henig and MacDonald (2002) determined that “market schools” (i.e. schools 

that have formal partnerships with for-profit organizations, manage or plan to manage multiple 

school sites, and/or were founded by members of the business community) were more likely to 

be located in areas with higher home ownership rates, fewer private school competitors, and 

greater voter turnout than non-market or “mission schools.” Lacireno-Paquet, Holyoke, Moser, 

and Henig (2002) determined that similarly market-oriented schools tended to over-represent 

low-income, minority and free and reduced lunch students in urban settings, but under-represent 

special education students and English language-learners (ELLs). Henig, Holyoke, Brown and 

Lacireno-Paquet (2005) found that charter schools founded by EMOs (as well as educators) were 

more likely than other founder types (e.g. parents, community members, social service 

organizations, local businesses) to locate in the suburbs and target the general student population, 

as opposed to niche groups. Based on this evidence, one may argue that a distinguishing feature 

of more market-oriented charter schools is the strategies they employ in competing for students, 

strategically locating in more advantageous neighborhoods and targeting more “desirable” 

students.  

Recently, Huerta and d’Entremont (2010) expanded on both strands of this work through 

the issue of school financing. Based on the fact that charter schools receive, on average, less 

public per pupil funding than traditional public schools, the authors theorized that most charter 
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schools face a difficult choice: (1) commit fewer dollars to instructional services; (2) increase 

operational efficiency; or (3) gain access to new revenue sources.
62

 The underlying dynamics of 

charter school reform suggest that most schools will tailor their educational programs to increase 

productive efficiency while simultaneously pursuing additional resources, although specific 

behaviors are expected to vary across school types. Qualitative methods produced evidence 

suggesting two interesting and, somewhat unexpected, findings. First, non-profit charter schools 

associated with charter management organizations (CMOs) appeared to possess a greater 

entrepreneurial spirit than those associated with for-profit EMOs. Whereas charter schools 

associated with CMOs aggressively pursued new educational resources through public or private 

partnerships, grants, fund raising, and/or in-kind services, charter schools run by EMOs seemed 

content to rely on their management company as a defacto centralized school district to help 

cover operational costs, guide administrative decisions, provide professional development, and 

conduct student assessments. Second, evidence suggested a significant relationship between a 

particular school’s level of entrepreneurship, or aggressiveness in seeking external partnerships, 

and the type of educational program offered. Savvy charter school operators appeared highly 

attuned to the fact that educational consumers and state authorizers, as well as private funders 

tend to evaluate schools using traditional notions of success, like test scores and graduation rates. 

Charter schools have strong incentives to uphold norms of effective schooling and those that are 

more sensitive to market pressures may be more likely to adopt popular schooling practices 

focused on high achievement.   

Further, this strategy seems to be working. Scott and DiMartino (2010) contend that 

concerns about charter schools’ uneven record of academic success have shifted attention away 

                                                 
62

 For further reading on this point see Huerta and d’Entremont (2010) pp. 121-146, as well as Bodine. et al., 2007; 

Asher, et al., 2004; Fuller, et al., 2004; Henig, et al., 2001; Jacobowitz & Gyurko, 2004; Osberg, 2006; Nelson, 

Muir, & Drown, 2000; Prince, 1999; U.S. Government Accountability Office, 2003. 
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from the diverse purposes of reform and led policymakers and funders to increasingly view 

CMOs as the preferred form of charter schooling. The $4.35 billion federal Race to the Top 

competition required state applicants to ensure “successful conditions for high-performing 

charter schools,” defined as those schools with an established history of improving student 

achievement on state assessments and other measures and the capacity to overcome start-up 

problems and promote a financially viable schooling model. The decision to prioritize one vision 

of charter school reform and define specific criteria for evaluating successful schools has 

influenced state action. Massachusetts passed legislation raising its charter school cap to 120 

while establishing in statute that new applicants should have previous experience operating a 

least one charter school and a record of academic success and financial viability. This approach 

to charter school expansion seems to favor CMOs and other schools with business expertise and 

interest in operating multiple campuses. 

CMOs are appealing, in part, because of the presence of a number of extraordinarily 

successful schools that have received ample and well-deserved media attention. The recent 

documentary film “Waiting for Superman,” for example, features a number of high performing 

charter schools and goes so far as to suggest they are proof that individual accountability, 

effective teaching, and strong leadership can overcome family and community factors, such as 

poverty, that all too often undermine school and life success (Mosle, 2011). My purpose here is 

not to debate the validity of this perspective. Arguments over the purpose and performance of 

CMOs, and charter schools more generally, as well as the primary factors responsible for higher 

student achievement continue to be challenged and are beyond the scope of this study.
63

 Rather, 

                                                 
63

 For an in-depth analysis of one particular CMO, the Knowledge is Power Program (KIPP), see Miron, Urschel, 

and Saxton (2010). For broader reviews of charter school achievement see Carnoy, Jacobsen, Mishel and Rothstein 

(2005) and CREDO (2009). For an overview of how charter school reform fits into larger debates on education 
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the critical attention paid to the film illustrates a building consensus among advocates, 

policymakers and philanthropists that CMOs represent perhaps the most promising strategy for 

expanding reform and creating successful schools. 

There are many high-performing schools in both the traditional public and charter school 

sectors, however, and the promise of higher student achievement is not the only reason why 

CMOs have garnered substantial support. Equally important is their business-like approach to 

establishing and expanding specific schooling models. CMOs share much in common with for-

profit EMOs. They maintain a clear brand, guiding principles, and infrastructure to support 

schools in their network (and, like EMOs, the involvement and capacity of central offices vary). 

They tend to promote identifiable schooling models that emphasize a traditional or back-to-

basics curriculum and are intensely focused on meeting state standards and satisfying assessment 

requirements. Unlike EMOs though, they do not face intense pressure to turn profits or the same 

level of suspicion about their commitment to “doing what’s best for children.” 

Compared to other non-profit charter schools, CMOs appear more capable of attracting 

private funding and achieving competitive economies of scale, which arguably puts them in a 

better position to enhance educational equity by targeting additional resources at students and 

families who are most in need. Scott and DiMartino (2010) reported that in a given year funding 

for CMOs and other choice initiatives from prominent foundations exceeds $100 million.
64

 Since 

2001, the Broad Foundation has distributed approximately $56 million to schools and charter 

school support organizations in Los Angeles alone (Scott & DiMartino, 2010, p. 187). This 

                                                                                                                                                             
reform and examples of strong support for high profile charter schools see Brill (2011). For a review of this book see 

Mosle (2011). 
64

 The authors specifically reference the Broad Foundation, the Donald and Doris Fischer Foundation, the Thomas 

B. Fordham Foundation, the Lynde and Harry Bradley Foundation, the Olin Foundation, and the Walton Foundation 

when citing the $100 million figure (Scott & Dimartino, 2010, p. 187). They also note that the Bill and Melinda 

Gates Foundation has provided substantial support to charter schools. 
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funding has not only helped CMOs strengthen academic programs and related services, but also 

expand into new marketplaces.
65

   

This is not to say that CMOs are immune from the larger controversies that surround 

charter school reform or pressures from funders and authorizers to meet performance goals. 

Increasing acceptance of CMOs as perhaps the best strategy for establishing high-quality schools 

has led to extremely high expectations, including frontline responsibility for closing the 

achievement gap. CMOs have adopted a number of widely reported strategies to promote 

achievement gains, including a strict approach to discipline, longer school days and years, 

summer academies, and student and parent contracts. Critics argue that these methods allow 

CMOs (and other charter schools for that matter) to winnow the pool of potential students, giving 

priority to those families that are more engaged in their children’s education and have the time 

and resources to accommodate a more challenging school schedule. They also question whether 

“no excuses” educational programs that counsel out more difficult students, churn through 

teachers and principals, and are heavily reliant on additional private funding can be easily scaled-

up.  Evidence on the actual behavior of charter schools aligned with management organizations 

is mixed. Some studies show CMOs to enroll proportionally more female students and fewer 

poor, minority and special education students, while other data shows CMOs predominately 

serving poorer students of color (Scott & DiMartino, 2010).  

                                                 
65

 CMOs generally expand their operations in one of two ways (Scott & DiMartino, 2010). Corporate style 

expansions allow CMOs to maintain significant control over individual schools and help guide decisions on 

budgeting, capital financing, and new construction. In some cases, CMO representatives may sit on school 

governing boards. In contrast, franchise style expansions decentralize decision-making authority to the school level. 

This approach allows for more rapid expansion, but results in less uniform educational programs. Both expansion 

strategies, however, expect individual schools to promote the CMO’s brand and may close or abandon schools that 

deviate too far from accepted models and practices and/or fail to produce high achieving students. Both approaches 

to expansion have resulted in the effective growth of CMOs, which now account for an estimated 9-12% of all 

charter schools (Lake, 2007; Molnar, Garcia, Miron & Berry, 2007; Molnar, Miron, Urschel, 2009). 
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What seems evident from available research is that CMOs have evolved around a fairly 

narrow definition of school success based on high expectations and achievement on state 

assessment systems (i.e. standardized tests), and that this model is continuously reinforced by 

their participation in the educational marketplace. Founding new schools and expanding into new 

markets, means that CMOs must constantly work to secure brand loyalty, strengthen support 

among policymakers, and satisfy funders. Adopting conservative and widely accepted 

approaches to educational practice that produce desirable and easy to report outcomes is a 

rational response to competition. It therefore seems reasonable that CMOs will adopt strategies 

aimed at achieving organizational goals and give careful consideration when entering new 

markets to where they should locate and how this may influence the students they enroll. 

 

New Jersey Charter School Types 

Close  examination of charter schools’ external partnerships and, to a lesser extent, their 

educational programs may provide valuable information on their behavior within New Jersey and 

by extension the role rational decision-making may play in shaping school locations. This 

chapter presents a descriptive analysis that builds on the exploratory spatial data analysis 

(ESDA) techniques discussed in chapter 3. I reviewed charter schools’ annual reports for the 

2008-09 and 2009-10 school years and coded content to identify different charter school types. 

Sixty-two of 68 (91%) charter schools provided annual reports for at least one of these school 

years. All annual reports are publicly available and posted on the NJDOE website and each 

report includes a school description or overview, which requires charter schools to detail their 

theme or defining attributes and organizational affiliations. In the main body of the annual report, 

charter schools must address the following: 
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1. Review of state and local assessment activities and student achievement results in the 

context of school’s goals and required NCLB Adequately Yearly Progress. 

2. Review of progress: incorporating the New Jersey Core Curriculum Content 

Standards, delivering an educational program leading to high achievement for all 

students and providing professional development and support for teachers. 

3. Review of school governance and management accomplishments. 

4. Description of activities to involve parents and community members and public 

relations and outreach activities. 

5. Description of student and staff recruitment activities. 

6. Review of school’s self evaluation and accountability plan. 

 

Coding for differences in external partnerships was straightforward given that charter 

schools must report organizational affiliations and describe strategies for community engagement 

in their annual reports. I divided charter schools into four categories.
66

 Charter management 

organizations or CMOs identified schools partnered with organizations principally focused on 

managing charter schools and providing related educational services and/or running multiple 

school sites. These partner organizations tended to originate from outside a given school’s host 

community although this dynamic was not universal. Consistent with the evidence presented 

above, I expected CMOs to locate in areas that provide competitive advantages by locating in 

and around low-income and minority neighborhoods. In other words, I expected CMOs to be 

chiefly responsible for the circular clustering patterns described in previous chapters.  

                                                 
66

 It is important to note that New Jersey limits the involvement of private organizations in founding and operating 

charter schools. Private organizations cannot be identified in a charter schools name, and charter schools themselves 

may not produce a net profit for educational services. For this reason, there are no for-profit charter schools or 

educational management organizations (EMOs) operating in New Jersey. 
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Community development centers (CDCs) described schools partnered with local social 

services organizations focused on community improvement. These partner organizations provide 

a range of social services outside the education sector, including housing assistance, child care, 

and career training and for this reason I assumed that they would be centrally located in high-

need neighborhoods. Sectarian schools have formal associations with religious institutions, 

which in this study happen to all be Christian churches. Given the prominent role churches play 

in many African American communities, I expected these charter schools to be centrally located 

in African-American neighborhoods. All other schools lacked formal external partnerships.
67

 I 

did not expect a specific pattern to be associated with these schools. Figure 6.1 displays counts of 

New Jersey charter schools currently in operation by external partnership.
68

  

 

 

                                                 
67

 It should be noted that a number of charter schools lacking formal partnerships did appear to rely heavily on in-

kind resources and listed a broad range of relationships with state and local organizations. 

  
68

 Unlike in chapter 4, analysis is limited to open charter schools. Heavy reliance on charter schools’ annual reports 

from school years 2008-09 and 2009-2010 to identify and determine differences in external partnerships and 

educational programs prohibited the inclusion of charter schools that have been closed. 
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It is revealed that charter schools possessing external partnerships are limited to Abbott districts, 

suggesting that there may be significant differences in how charter schools emerge in high-need 

versus more affluent school districts.  

Establishing differences in charter schools’ educational programs proved more 

complicated given the broad diversity in terminology and pedagogies used at the school level and 

reported to authorizers. To better understand reported practices, I constructed a matrix and 

organized coded language around similar concepts and themes (see Appendix C). Four types of 

educational programs emerged. Back-to-basics charter schools stressed high expectations, strict 

discipline standards, and rigorous coursework that often necessitated extended learning time or 

summer classes. Many of these schools, even at the elementary and middle school levels, were 

heavily invested in developing educational pathways for disadvantaged students that would lead 

to college attendance. For this reason, I expected back-to-basics schools to be found in and 

around high-need and minority neighborhoods, but given that this type of educational programs 

also appears most popular with CMOs, to be somewhat strategic in choosing their final location. 

Community charter schools emphasized the importance of establishing strong links with families 

and communities often through service learning. This focus appeared to make schools sensitive 

to local needs. They frequently promoted student-centered educational programs committed to 

whole child development, although academic achievement remained a strong priority. I expected 

these schools to be found in more affluent communities where parents and community members 

possess substantial social capital and have the time and resources to develop more progressive 

learning experiences. Alternative charter schools provided offerings not typically associated with 

traditional schooling. These schools included performing arts academies, dual language schools, 

and educational programs focused on environmental sustainability. I expected the location of 
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these schools to be idiosyncratic and driven by the vision of particular founders rather than 

consumer demand or other market factors. Finally, general charter schools focused more on 

foundational skills and core academic subjects, but pursued a range of educational strategies 

including character education, learning in music or the arts, and/or community engagement. 

These schools most closely resembled traditional public schools in their attempts to reconcile 

multiple definitions of teaching and learning through their educational offerings. (All charter 

schools, of course, are public schools. Codes are intended to describe deviations from normative 

understandings of traditional public school structures and practices.) Figure 6.2 displays counts 

of New Jersey charter school types by educational programming. 
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Once initial coding was completed, an electronic document review of school websites, 

additional state and district sources, and popular press articles was conducted to confirm findings 

and address data limitations. Self-reporting by charter schools in annual reports may not 

accurately reflect school designs and operations. One example is that many schools used buzz 

words such as “green” or “sustainable” to capitalize on the rising popularity of 

environmentalism. A more thorough review of school practices, however, revealed that these 

schools frequently did not offer educational programs based on environmental principles. These 

final steps enabled me to assign codes to the six operating charter schools that did not have 

annual reports posted on the NJDOE website for the 2008-09 and 2009-10 school years.  

I then expanded the New Jersey school attribute table containing educational and 

demographic information, as well as locational fields (e.g. street addresses and zip codes) to 

include dummy variables identifying charter schools’ external partnerships and educational 

programs. Using Local Moran’s I statistic, I identified neighborhood clusters where adjacent 

values for the percent of African American residents and scores on the SES need index were 

found to be inordinately high or low. Statistical significance for determining neighborhood 

clusters was set at p < .05. I produced a series of maps and tables to display the location of 

different charter school types and compared them to neighborhood clusters thought to influence 

charter school supply. As with previous analyses, a purposive sample of charter schools in the 

Camden, Newark and Trenton metropolitan areas is used to explore more general trends. Block 

groups making up larger neighborhood clusters are represented as polygons and schools types as 

points with varying symbols matching specific addresses on the same coordinate system.  

In sum, the methods described in this chapter provide further information on charter 

schools’ potential responses to market-based incentives. If charter schools do think strategically 
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in choosing school locations and position themselves in ways that provide competitive 

advantages in attracting and educating potential students, we should expect schools that are more 

entrepreneurial and possess a stronger understanding of the educational marketplace to locate in 

more advantageous areas. This does not necessarily mean rational decision-making will prompt 

charter schools to locate in the most affluent areas, but simply in spaces where they can reduce 

expenses and effectively manipulate student enrollments while still gaining access to strong 

consumer demand. As I have demonstrated in previous chapters, strategic positioning by charter 

schools with the educational marketplace often results in charter schools clustering in circular 

patterns around high-need areas (an action supported by Michael Porter’s diamond theory of firm 

locations). 

A major limitation of this analysis is that I do not present a counterfactual to test my 

hypothesis that more entrepreneurial schools, identified as those partnered with CMOs, will 

exhibit positioning strategies consistent with rational decision-making. The inclusion of other 

charter school types, as well as information on schools’ educational programs is useful for 

examining patterns within the distribution of charter school locations and adding to the overall 

understanding of reform, but it is not accurate to claim that these schools are not market-oriented 

or that the absence of rational decision-making explains divergences in behavior within the 

educational marketplace from schools partnered with CMOs. One could also argue that the 

overwhelming presence of charter schools in Abbott districts is evidence of a lack of market 

savvy and/or a tendency to put school missions above profit incentives. Abbott districts are likely 

highly competitive environments; host to a number of educational reforms where traditional 

public school receive substantial funding per student per court order, which is not necessarily 

received by charter schools in these same districts. Charter schools might be better off 
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identifying school districts that have the same level of educational need as Abbott districts (e.g. 

Atlantic City), but are not identified as Abbott districts and do not receive the same level of 

public support. 

 

Findings: Charter School Locations by Type 

Charter school locations by external partnership 

Table 6.1 categorizes charter schools in New Jersey’s Abbott districts by external 

partnerships. No charter schools with formal external partnerships are located outside Abbott 

districts. Descriptive statistics are presented for charter schools partnered with CMOs, CDCs, 

church organizations, and those that are unaffiliated at the block group level. Charter schools 

affiliated with CDCs and church organizations are found, on average, in more disadvantaged 

block groups than other school types. The mean need index score for charter schools affiliated 

with church organizations is 1.855 and for CDCs is 1.689 compared to 1.482 for charter schools 

partnered with CMOs and 1.255 for charter schools without any affiliations.  

Block groups containing charter schools partnered with church organizations and CMOs 

also have notably smaller standard deviations (SD) for the need index than other school types, 

demonstrating less variability around their means. This suggests they are confined to more 

similar neighborhoods. Interestingly, charter schools partnered with CMOs, on average, are 

shown to locate in block groups with greater percentages of African American school age 

residents than those schools partnered with CDCs. The mean percentage of African Americans in 

block groups where charters are affiliated with CMOs is 54.9% compared to 49.2% for schools 

affiliated with CDCs. This observation serves as an important reminder that race is not 

synonymous with economic need, since charters affiliated with CMOs tend to locate in block  
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Table 6.1  Neighborhood Characteristics Describing New Jersey Charter Schools by External Partner 

 

Abbott 

districts 

 

% 17 and under SES need index % African-American % single households 

 

n min. max. mean sd min. max. mean sd min. max. mean sd min. max. mean sd 

Public 439 0.048 0.500 0.275 0.07 0.213 2.610 1.270 0.57 0.000 1.000 0.388 0.34 0.000 0.862 0.319 0.16 

Private 138 0.000 0.477 0.263 0.09 0.129 2.536 1.124 0.60 0.000 0.855 0.201 0.18 0.000 0.772 0.295 0.17 

Charter 70 0.032 0.494 0.244 0.11 0.129 2.546 1.430 0.58 0.000 0.964 0.486 0.31 0.022 0.772 0.347 0.16 

CMO 16 0.032 0.362 0.241 0.13 0.906 2.116 1.482 0.36 0.156 0.946 0.549 0.29 0.215 0.578 0.355 0.09 

CDC 13 0.076 0.494 0.272 0.11 0.690 2.546 1.689 0.62 0.096 0.918 0.492 0.25 0.063 0.749 0.451 0.20 

Sectarian 5 0.238 0.390 0.309 0.05 1.545 2.234 1.855 0.23 0.668 0.964 0.803 0.11 0.314 0.470 0.401 0.07 

in-kind 23 0.044 0.346 0.238 0.08 0.129 2.366 1.342 0.57 0.000 0.925 0.468 0.32 0.022 0.772 0.319 0.17 

none 13 0.032 0.353 0.205 0.10 0.328 2.197 1.101 0.62 0.022 0.959 0.314 0.31 0.064 0.517 0.263 0.15 

 

 

                 
Abbott 

districts  % without a HS diploma % unemployed % receiving public assistance Neighborhood diversity index 

 

n min. max. mean sd min. max. mean sd min. max. mean sd min. max. mean sd 

Public 439 0.047 0.738 0.360 0.14 0.000 0.506 0.120 0.08 0.000 0.526 0.086 0.08 0.000 1.000 0.441 0.26 

Private 138 0.017 0.696 0.321 0.14 0.000 0.448 0.110 0.08 0.000 0.364 0.071 0.07 0.000 1.000 0.393 0.25 

Charter 70 0.081 0.696 0.366 0.14 0.000 0.471 0.136 0.09 0.000 0.297 0.095 0.07 0.000 0.907 0.390 0.24 

CMO 16 0.134 0.516 0.341 0.13 0.024 0.305 0.145 0.08 0.000 0.234 0.092 0.06 0.000 0.863 0.403 0.27 

CDC 13 0.267 0.576 0.447 0.11 0.018 0.331 0.144 0.09 0.000 0.297 0.155 0.08 0.088 0.798 0.344 0.22 

Sectarian 5 0.217 0.534 0.340 0.11 0.122 0.220 0.187 0.04 0.077 0.202 0.123 0.05 0.357 0.907 0.583 0.20 

in-kind 23 0.081 0.696 0.360 0.16 0.017 0.471 0.125 0.10 0.000 0.235 0.069 0.06 0.000 0.809 0.389 0.21 

none 13 0.134 0.645 0.334 0.15 0.000 0.320 0.118 0.08 0.000 0.254 0.072 0.07 0.000 0.894 0.348 0.27 
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groups with lower SES need index scores. Charter schools partnered with church organizations, 

on average, are found in block groups where 80.3% of school age residents are African 

American. Unaffiliated charter schools are found in block groups where the percent of African 

Americans is 41.3%. Block groups containing unaffiliated charters and those partnered with 

CMOs also have the largest SDs for percent African American, demonstrating the greatest 

degree of variation around the mean. 

 Maps 6.1 to 6.6 examine the location and distribution of different types of charter school 

partnerships in the Camden, Newark, and Trenton metropolitan areas. Block groups shaded light 

blue identify areas with high values (e.g. high need index scores or percent African American). 

Those shaded yellow (or light brown) identify areas with low values. Block groups shaded dark 

blue or dark brown identify spatial outliers–that is, areas with high or low values that are not part 

of larger neighborhood clusters, but deviate substantially from their surroundings. Charter school 

locations are represented as points and shaded red. Symbols vary by charter school type. The 

locations of traditional public and private schools are also presented for reference and shaded 

gray, although the locations of these schools are not discussed. These maps help explain 

aggregate findings presented in Table 6.1. They display the locations of individual charter 

schools and compare them to key economic and demographic factors. It is possible to observe 

whether schools are locate in, around, or some distance away from low-income and minority 

neighborhoods and compare trends across charter school types to assess the potential use of 

positioning strategies. 
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Maps 6.1 and 6.2 show that 75% (6 of 8) of Camden area charter schools are affiliated 

with CMOs. These schools are shown to locate on the outskirts of neighborhoods with high 

scores on the SES need index. This pattern becomes even more dramatic when examining charter 

school locations in relation to the percentage of African American residents in block groups. All 

charter schools with one exception are located outside clusters of neighborhoods with high 

proportions of African American residents in a clear circular pattern. The only charter school that 

appears to shown no evidence of strategic positioning is affiliated with a church organization and 

located in the district’s central core.  

 Maps 6.3 to 6.4 show charter school locations in the greater Newark area. As in chapter 

4, important differences are observed between the immediate Newark area, which includes the 

East Orange and Irvington school districts, and Jersey City and Hoboken. In the immediate 

Newark area, charter schools affiliated with church organizations tend to be located in the 

districts’ central cores in block groups with higher need index scores and greater proportions of 

African American residents. Charter schools associated with CMOs and CDCs appear to be 

located both within and outside block groups with high need index scores and greater 

percentages of African American residents. There is also evidence of strategic clustering. Charter 

schools partnered with CMOs demonstrate a ringing pattern around the outskirts of highest need 

areas. Approximately 78% (7 of 9) of CMO schools are located in or adjacent to block groups 

identified as belonging to high need neighborhoods and 56% (5 of 9) are located in or adjacent to 

block groups identified as part of African American neighborhoods. Charter schools affiliated 

with CDCs are found to cluster in slightly more advantaged neighborhoods to the north and east. 

All six CDC schools are located in or adjacent to school districts with lower need index scores 

and 66% (4 of 6) are located in or adjacent to block groups with lower percentages of African 
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American residents. Further, both school types also show evidence of locating near spatial 

outliers–block groups with low need index scores or low percentages of African American 

residents surrounded by block groups with higher values. Unaffiliated charter schools appear to 

be furthest removed from the district’s central core.   

 In Jersey City, charter schools are primarily partnered with CDCs or remain unaffiliated. 

Both school types are shown to circle neighborhoods with high percentages of African American 

residents. In a few cases, schools are located in close proximity to spatial outliers with high 

percentages of African American school age residents. Charter schools partnered with CDCs are 

also shown to locate in close proximity to neighborhoods with high need index scores.  

 Hoboken is again best understood as an outlier when compared to other Abbott districts. 

Similar to non-Abbott districts, no charter schools in Hoboken have developed formal external 

partnerships and the block groups where they are located tend to have lower need index scores 

and fewer African American residents than block groups in other Abbott districts.  

Maps 6.5 to 6.6 show that roughly 89% (8 of 9) of Trenton area charter schools are not 

partnered with external organizations. These schools are shown to predominately locate outside 

clusters of neighborhoods with high scores on the socio-economic need index and in some case 

position themselves near spatial outliers. A similar, though less dramatic trend is observed in 

relation to the percent of African American residents in block groups. Seventy-five percent of 

unaffiliated charter schools (6 of 8) in Trenton are located in or adjacent to block groups with 

lower percentages of African American residents. Tables 6.2 and 6.3 summarizes the trends 

observed in Maps 6.1 to 6.6. 
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Table 6.2  Distribution of Charter School Partnerships In and Around High 

Need Neighborhoods 

  Inside 

Inner 

border 

Outer 

border Outside Total 

Abbott district totals 2 21 21 26 70 

CMO 1 7 7 1 16 

CDC 0 6 2 5 13 

Sectarian 1 2 2 0 5 

None 0 6 10 20 36 

Newark metro area 1 15 13 7 36 

CMO 1 4 4 1 10 

CDC 0 5 1 3 9 

Sectarian 0 2 2 0 4 

None 0 4 6 3 13 

Camden metro area 1 3 4 0 8 

CMO 0 3 3 0 6 

CDC 0 0 0 0 0 

Sectarian 1 0 0 0 1 

None 0 0 1 0 1 

Trenton school district 0 1 3 4 8 

CMO 0 0 0 0 0 

CDC 0 0 1 0 1 

Sectarian 0 0 0 0 0 

None 0 1 2 4 7 

Other Abbott districts 0 2 0 12 14 

CMO 0 0 0 0 0 

CDC 0 1 0 2 3 

Sectarian 0 0 0 0 0 

None 0 1 0 10 11 
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Table 6.3  Distribution of Charter School Partnerships In and Around African 

American Neighborhoods 

  Inside 

Inner 

border 

Outer 

border Outside Total 

Abbott district totals 16 13 16 25 70 

CMO 4 4 4 4 16 

CDC 2 3 4 4 13 

Sectarian 4 1 0 0 5 

None 6 5 8 17 36 

Newark metro area 13 11 6 10 40 

CMO 4 4 2 0 10 

CDC 2 3 1 3 9 

Sectarian 3 1 0 0 4 

None 4 3 3 7 17 

Camden metro area 1 0 3 4 8 

CMO 0 0 2 4 6 

CDC 0 0 0 0 0 

Sectarian 1 0 0 0 1 

None 0 0 1 0 1 

Trenton school district 1 2 2 3 8 

CMO 0 0 0 0 0 

CDC 0 0 1 0 1 

Sectarian 0 0 0 0 0 

None 1 2 1 3 7 

Other Abbott districts 1 0 5 8 14 

CMO 0 0 0 0 0 

CDC 0 0 2 1 3 

Sectarian 0 0 0 0 0 

None 1 0 3 7 11 
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Charter school locations and educational programs 

Table 6.4 presents descriptive statistics on charter schools in Abbott districts categorized 

by educational program. On measures of socio-economic need, back-to-basics charter schools 

are found in block groups deemed most disadvantaged. They have a mean need index score of 

1.602 compared to 1.553 for alternative schools, 1.441 for general schools, and 1.195 for 

community schools. Notably, all school types seem to occupy block groups with relatively 

similar levels of neighborhood disadvantaged except those schools explicitly designed to service 

family and community needs. Community charter schools are also found in block groups with 

substantially smaller percentages of African American residents. The mean percentage of 

African American residents in block groups containing these schools is 36.9% compared to 

55.2% for back-to-basics schools, 52.5% for general schools, and 50.7% for alternative schools.  

Maps 6.7 to 6.12 examine the location and distribution of educational programs offered 

by charter schools in the Camden, Newark, and Trenton areas. Maps 6.7 and 6.8 show that 75% 

(6 of 8) of Camden charter schools promote back-to-basics programs focused on high student 

achievement. As shown on earlier maps, all of these schools are also partnered with CMOs. 

Thus, a familiar pattern emerges. Back-to-basics schools are shown to circle neighborhoods with 

high proportions of African American residents and, to a lesser extent, high scores on the need 

index. 
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Table 6.4  Neighborhood Characteristics Describing New Jersey Charter Schools by Educational Program 

 

 
% 17 and under SES need index % African-American % single households 

Abbott 

districts 

 

n min. max. mean sd min. max. mean sd min. max. mean sd min. max. mean sd 

Public 439 0.048 0.500 0.275 0.07 0.213 2.610 1.270 0.57 0.000 1.000 0.388 0.34 0.000 0.862 0.319 0.16 

Private 138 0.000 0.477 0.263 0.09 0.129 2.536 1.124 0.60 0.000 0.855 0.201 0.18 0.000 0.772 0.295 0.17 

Charter 70 0.032 0.494 0.244 0.11 0.129 2.546 1.430 0.58 0.000 0.964 0.486 0.31 0.022 0.772 0.347 0.16 

General 22 0.105 0.494 0.278 0.08 0.460 2.546 1.441 0.59 0.000 0.925 0.525 0.32 0.151 0.772 0.365 0.19 

Back-to-

basics 21 0.032 0.362 0.248 0.12 0.906 2.298 1.602 0.47 0.130 0.959 0.552 0.28 0.215 0.625 0.390 0.11 

Community 20 0.044 0.390 0.215 0.11 0.129 2.234 1.195 0.60 0.000 0.964 0.369 0.31 0.022 0.505 0.276 0.16 

Alternative 7 0.048 0.309 0.208 0.10 0.381 1.941 1.553 0.51 0.034 0.876 0.507 0.26 0.064 0.516 0.365 0.15 

 

 

                 Abbott 

districts 

 

% without a HS diploma % unemployed % receiving public assistance Neighborhood diversity 

index 

 

n min. max. mean sd min. max. mean sd min. max. mean sd min. max. mean sd 

Public 439 0.047 0.738 0.360 0.14 0.000 0.506 0.120 0.08 0.000 0.526 0.086 0.08 0.000 1.000 0.441 0.26 

Private 138 0.017 0.696 0.321 0.14 0.000 0.448 0.110 0.08 0.000 0.364 0.071 0.07 0.000 1.000 0.393 0.25 

Charter 70 0.081 0.696 0.366 0.14 0.000 0.471 0.136 0.09 0.000 0.297 0.095 0.07 0.000 0.907 0.390 0.24 

general 22 0.149 0.553 0.343 0.12 0.000 0.331 0.119 0.08 0.000 0.297 0.090 0.07 0.000 0.809 0.391 0.23 

Back-to-

basics 21 0.134 0.583 0.381 0.15 0.024 0.331 0.169 0.08 0.000 0.297 0.111 0.07 0.000 0.895 0.403 0.27 

Community 20 0.081 0.696 0.349 0.17 0.017 0.471 0.124 0.10 0.000 0.254 0.077 0.06 0.013 0.907 0.382 0.26 

Alternative 7 0.221 0.576 0.441 0.12 0.053 0.220 0.131 0.05 0.010 0.235 0.110 0.08 0.225 0.696 0.371 0.14 
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 Maps 6.9 to 6.10 examine charter school educational programs in the greater Newark 

area. The immediate Newark area is shown to support a range of educational program types. 

Again, a strong correlation is observed between charter schools offering back-to-basics programs 

and those partnered with CMOs. Approximately 73% (8 of 11) of back-to-basics charter schools 

are located in or adjacent to low-income and African American neighborhoods. General charter 

schools are most often partnered with CDCs or do not maintain external partnerships. Somewhat 

surprisingly, these schools are generally located furthest way from district centers. 

Approximately, 89% of general schools are located in or adjacent to block groups with lower 

need index scores. Evidence on potential relationships between general charter schools and the 

percent of African American residents in block groups is mixed, largely due to the fact that 

schools located in East Orange and Irvington are in predominately African American 

neighborhoods. There are four community charter schools located in the immediate Newark area. 

These schools are all located in or adjacent to block groups with lower need index scores, but 

also in block groups surrounded by neighborhoods with high percentages of African American 

residents. Three alternative schools are found in and around Newark. These schools are located 

on the outskirts of neighborhoods with high need index scores and higher percentages of African 

American residents, but given the small number of schools it is difficult to draw strong 

conclusions. 
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 In Jersey City, charter schools are primarily coded as general or community-based. Half 

of these schools do not have external partners. The remaining schools are partnered with CMOs 

and CDCs. Since few block groups in Jersey City are identified as having high need index scores 

(relative to other Abbott districts), it is not surprising that all charter schools, with one exception, 

are located outside high need neighborhoods. Jersey City charter schools are also shown to lie 

outside block groups with higher percentages of African American residents, but in this case a 

strong circling pattern is observed around the district’s central core. Further, two general charter 

schools are shown to position themselves in or near spatial outliers where block groups with high 

percentages of African American residents are surrounded by block groups with lower 

percentages. This overarching circular pattern, however, appears applicable to all charter schools 

in Jersey City and is not distinguished by type.  

 In Hoboken, charter schools are found to be either community-based or alternative. None 

of these schools maintain external partnerships. A majority of block groups in Hoboken are 

identified as having low need index scores and all block groups have low percentages of African 

American residents. Hoboken charter schools are found to occupy more advantaged 

neighborhoods regardless of program type.  

 Maps 6.11 to 6.12 show charter schools in Trenton offering a mix of educational 

programs ranging from general to back-to-basics to community. A majority of these schools do 

not maintain formal partnerships. No clear pattern is observed between schools’ educational 

programs and their affiliations with external organizations. However, similar to Camden and 

Newark, charter schools coded as back-to-basics are found to be located outside block groups 

with high need index scores. They are also in or adjacent to block groups with lower percentages 

of African American residents. In contrast, general charter schools are found in diverse locations. 
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The sole charter school coded as community-based is located in a low need neighborhood 

identified as a spatial outlier and directly outside a cluster of block groups with high percentages 

of African American residents. Tables 6.5 and 6.6 summarize these findings. 

 

Table 6.5  Distribution of Charter School Educational Programs In and 

Around High Need Neighborhoods 

 

Inside 

Inner 

border 

Outer 

border Outside Total 

Abbott district totals 2 23 19 26 70 

General 0 7 5 10 22 

Back-to-basics 1 9 9 2 21 

Community 0 5 3 12 20 

Alternative 1 2 2 2 7 

Newark metro area 1 16 13 10 40 

General 0 5 5 4 14 

Back-to-basics 1 6 5 0 12 

Community 0 3 1 6 10 

Alternative 0 2 2 0 4 

Camden metro area 1 3 4 0 8 

General 0 0 0 0 0 

Back-to-basics 0 3 3 0 6 

Community 0 0 1 0 1 

Alternative 1 0 0 0 1 

Trenton school district 0 2 2 4 8 

General 0 2 0 3 5 

Back-to-basics 0 0 1 1 2 

Community 0 0 1 0 1 

Alternative 0 0 0 0 0 

Other Abbott districts 0 2 0 12 14 

General 0 0 0 3 3 

Back-to-basics 0 0 0 1 1 

Community 0 2 0 6 8 

Alternative 0 0 0 2 2 
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Table 6.6  Distribution of Charter School Educational Programs In and Around 

African American Neighborhoods 

  Inside 

Inner 

border 

Outer 

border Outside Total 

Abbott district totals 16 14 14 26 70 

General 7 3 2 10 22 

Back-to-basics 4 7 5 5 21 

Community 4 2 4 10 20 

Alternative 1 2 3 1 7 

Newark metro area 13 12 4 11 40 

General 6 2 1 5 14 

Back-to-basics 4 6 2 0 12 

Community 3 2 0 5 10 

Alternative 0 2 1 1 4 

Camden metro area 1 0 3 4 8 

General 0 0 0 0 0 

Back-to-basics 0 0 2 4 6 

Community 0 0 1 0 1 

Alternative 1 0 0 0 1 

Trenton school district 1 2 2 3 8 

General 1 1 1 2 5 

Back-to-basics 0 1 0 1 2 

Community 0 0 1 0 1 

Alternative 0 0 0 0 0 

Other Abbott districts 1 0 5 8 14 

General 0 0 0 3 3 

Back-to-basics 0 0 1 0 1 

Community 1 0 2 5 8 

Alternative 0 0 2 0 2 

   



177 

 

 

1
7
7 

Discussion 

 The evidence presented in this chapter reveals important differences among New Jersey 

charter school types. Charter schools affiliated with CMOs, as well as those that are unaffiliated 

with any organization, tended to be found in more advantaged neighborhoods. In contrast, 

charter schools partnered with CDCs and, especially, sectarian organizations were found in less 

advantaged areas. These findings are consistent with the hypothesis that market-oriented charter 

schools (e.g. partnered with CMOs) are inclined to seek out competitive advantages by locating 

schools strategically in more desirable neighborhoods, while charter schools with stronger 

community ties (e.g. social services organizations and African American churches) may be less 

attentive to such concerns. 

 Maps documenting charter locations by type provided additional information to advance 

understanding. Charter schools partnered with CMOs, for example, are found almost exclusively 

in the Camden and Newark school districts. These two districts are among the largest in New 

Jersey. They report per-pupil expenditures well above the state average and in the top third of all 

Abbott districts (see Table 3.1). Perhaps most importantly, they are arguably the two most 

prominent urban areas in New Jersey. They have struggled with long histories of poor school 

performance and been the target of outside interventions and highly publicized education 

reforms. Facebook CEO Mark Zuckerberg, for example, recently donated $100 million dollars to 

Newark for the specific purpose of improving public education (Perez-Pena, September 22, 

2010). It may be safely assumed that both districts have strong demand and significant need for 

new educational choices, but also a degree of notoriety that may distinguish them from other 

large urban districts, such as Jersey City and Paterson, and make them more attractive to charter 

schools seeking competitive advantages and additional public and private resources. The widely 
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publicized struggles of Camden and Newark, of course, may also attract schools committed to 

working with high-need populations, which as explained earlier should not be overlooked as a 

core value of many CMOs. What is of key importance to this analysis, however, is the location 

of those CMOs located within Camden and Newark. These schools cluster in circular patterns on 

the edges of high-need and African American neighborhoods, revealing a disconnect between the 

supply of charter schools partnered with CMOs and the location of students they are expected to 

serve, which may be the result of strategic positioning. CMOs may locate on the outskirts of 

high-need and heavily minority neighborhoods in order to conform to normative understandings 

of effective schooling and better control student enrollments. This finding also explains why in 

the aggregate charter schools partnered with CMOs are found in more advantaged areas despite 

their prominence in Camden and Newark. 

 Charter schools partnered with CDCs also show evidence of clustering just outside 

neighborhoods that may be considered more disadvantaged. These schools, however, are more 

dispersed and found in a greater diversity of areas, which is presumably the result of partnerships 

emerging from pre-existing community ties. The net effect is that charter schools partnered with 

CDCs tend to be found in slightly less advantaged neighborhoods than those partnered with 

CMOs. In contrast, charter schools associated with local churches tend to be located in the 

central core of large urban districts (e.g. Camden, East Orange, and Newark) in neighborhoods 

that over-represent African American school age residents. These findings are not surprising 

given the prominent role churches play in many African American communities, although it 

should be noted that only five New Jersey charter schools fit this type, making it difficult to 

generalize. Charter schools that do not maintain external partnerships are found in the greatest 

diversity of Abbott districts and the most advantaged neighborhoods. It would appear that charter 
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schools emerging from the action of local community members rather than the work of 

established organizations (e.g. CMOs, CDCs, churches), even those with strong community ties, 

are most idiosyncratic in the development and dispersed in their location and reflect the 

surroundings and resources of their founders. 

Differences were also observed when charter schools were grouped by educational 

program. Back-to-basics schools were often found in lower income neighborhoods, while 

community schools tended to locate in more affluent areas. General and alternative charter 

schools fell between these extremes, but their locations were more similar to back-to-basics 

schools. Overall, strong associations were observed between the external partnerships New 

Jersey charter schools maintain and the educational programs they develop, and these 

associations vary by location. Charter schools partnered with CMOs overwhelmingly promote 

back-to-basics programs in the state’s largest urban school districts. Charter schools partnered 

with CDCs seem to advance more general educational programs. These organizations seem 

unconcerned with advancing specific school models and are more focused on simple creating 

“better public schools.” That is, schools that produce better results, but remain attentive to 

student needs and families’ preferences. These schools are commonly found in urban areas, 

although not necessarily that state’s largest and neediest districts. Rather, they seem to appear in 

districts with an established non-profit sector. Charter schools that are not affiliated with external 

organizations are most likely to offer community-based programs and emphasize alternative 

approaches to schooling. These schools are most widely dispersed across the state. In fact, all 

charter schools found in non-Abbott school districts are unaffiliated with the largest number 

community-based.  
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I draw two conclusions from these findings. First, consumer demand appears to strongly 

influence charter schools participation in educational markets. The vast majority of charter 

schools, regardless of type, are located in Abbott districts and found in and around 

neighborhoods where limited household resources and poor school performance may be 

expected to generate significant interest in new public schooling options. Unquestionably, 

charter schools tend to locate in more disadvantaged neighborhoods than the typical public 

school. Second, consumer demand alone is unlikely to fully explain charter school locations. 

These same geographic areas likely provide a number of advantages that are appealing to more 

entrepreneurial schools concerned about competing with more establish and arguably better 

resourced traditional public schools, including: higher public per-pupil expenditures, greater 

philanthropic support, increased visibility to support outreach and marketing, and a more 

manageable (and potentially submissive) clientele.
69

 While minority enclaves and pockets of 

poverty may be found throughout New Jersey, charter schools appear attracted to larger urban 

districts with infrastructure to facilitate student movement, a strong network of non-profit and 

social services organizations, and documented success among other charter schools.  

New Jersey charter schools also show evidence of strategic positioning within 

educational markets. Although charter schools are most often found in disadvantaged and under-

performing school districts, this is not necessarily true of their host neighborhoods.  New Jersey 

charter schools demonstrate a tendency to cluster in ringing patterns around neighborhoods 

                                                 
69

 Lareau (2000, p. 8-11) argues that parents from different social classes vary in the level of involvement and range 

of actions they perceive as appropriate in their children’s education. These differences emerge despite a general 

desire among most parents for their children to succeed. Working-class parents tend to view schools as responsible 

for educating their children and possess little information about the structures and activities that shape daily 

learning. They rarely intervene in their children’s schooling experience on academic matters. Upper-middle-class 

parents tend to believe that children’s education is a shared responsibility between parents and teachers. They 

frequently take a leadership role in directing their children’s education, particularly if they are performing poorly. 

They do not wait for school authorization to act nor do they necessarily defer to teachers’ expertise. As a result, 

schools are often more responsive to middle-class parents than working class parents. 
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where demand for new schools is expected to be greatest. Further, more market-oriented charter 

schools, meaning those partnered with CMOs, are most likely to demonstrate this behavior. This 

finding is supported by previous spatial analyses of charter school supply, which found charter 

schools working with more established non-profit organizations tended to locate in more 

advantaged areas (Gulosino, 2008).  

 Despite the evidence presented in this chapter, it is important not to overstate the role 

rational decision-making may play in shaping charter school behaviors. Regardless of their 

location, charter schools seem to tailor educational programs to suit local needs. It is not 

surprising, for example, that in high-need neighborhoods charter schools frequently emphasize 

rigorous academic programs tied to strong standards and high expectations, while in more 

affluent communities, especially in non-Abbott school districts, the focus of charter schools 

tends to be more comprehensive, perhaps attending to the preferences of more affluent families 

or the needs of students neglected by mainstream institutions. Given the small number of charter 

schools observed in each setting, it is possible that the patterns described above are coincidental, 

the result of differentiated demand and unique local factors.  

Further, charter schools affiliated with CMOs and, to a lesser extent, CDCs that are 

defined as more market-oriented in their outlook may not necessarily be responding to local 

factor conditions, but rather seeking to replicate successful formulas applied in other educational 

markets or social service sectors. Decisions made within the marketplace that determine school 

locations, educational programs, and student enrollments may adhere to previously successful 

business practices without specifically reacting to the proportion of African American school age 

residents and measures of socio-economic need in their immediate neighborhoods as suggested 

above.  
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Finally, as noted earlier, one could also argue that the overwhelming presence of charter 

schools in Abbott districts is evidence of a lack of market savvy and/or tendency to put school 

missions above profit incentives. From a competitive standpoint, charter schools might be better 

off identifying school districts that have the same level of educational need as Abbott districts 

(e.g. Atlantic City), but are not identified as Abbott districts and do not receive the same level of 

public expenditures. Similar to analyses described in previous chapters of this dissertation using 

ESDA techniques, the evidence in this chapter does not allow for causal inferences and is limited 

by the data and assumptions used to define spatial units and produce variables measuring 

racial/ethnicity and socio-economic need. 

 

Conclusion 

 This chapter confronts the need to more closely examine the relationship between charter 

schools and educational consumers. Charter schools should be understood and studied as 

independent actors within the educational marketplace with varied approaches to securing 

competitive advantages. While demand for new schooling options certainly shapes charter school 

supply, the location of individual schools and the services they offer are likely influenced by a 

more complex range of local factors than simple responses to families’ preferences. In New 

Jersey, the emergence of specific charter school types in different locales raises questions about 

the potential for charter schools to provide all students with a true range of schooling options. 

Community-focused schools are largely absent from areas where students are most at-risk, for 

example, while back-to-basics schools are heavily clustered in these areas. This is not to suggest 

such findings conflict with laissez faire market models that account for differentiated demand 

across sub-groups. The perceived shortcomings of public education likely vary across locations 
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and research has shown that different racial/ethnic groups and social classes rate their 

educational priorities differently (Schneider, Marshall, Teske, & Roch, 1998; Weiher & Tedin, 

2002). But, as demonstrated above, attributing the supply of charter school types across New 

Jersey solely to variations in parents’ schooling preferences fails to acknowledge the full range 

of factors that likely influence school level decision-making (e.g. state assessment systems, 

funder expectations, potential competitors) or account for individual schools’ behaviors within 

given markets. The analysis presented in this chapter rests on the assumption that charter 

schools, and in some cases their partner organizations, have substantial control over the design 

and promotion of their product. Findings support the hypothesis that more market-oriented 

schools (e.g. CMOs) strategically position themselves with high-need communities to achieve 

competitive advantages in how they are perceived and the students they enroll. 
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Chapter 7: Conclusion 

 

This dissertation presents an investigation of charter school supply in New Jersey. As 

noted in previous chapters, researchers have devoted substantial energy to examining the impact 

of consumer demand on educational outcomes in charter schools, but far less attention has been 

paid to how charter schools themselves choose to operate within the educational marketplace. 

Drawing on rational choice theory and previous research into the profit maximizing behavior of 

firms, I hypothesized that charter schools, like consumers, are sensitive to both vertical product 

differentiation (i.e. differences in educational quality) and horizontal product differentiation (i.e. 

differences in school practices and services). They are therefore likely to locate in areas that 

maximize competitive advantages and avoid areas with large proportions of high-needs students 

who are perceived as more challenging and costly to educate.  

I used geographic information systems (GIS) and logistic regression analysis to look 

critically at charter school locations vis-à-vis student enrollments, external partnerships, and 

educational programs or mission. In short, I sought to further define supply side factors that 

likely influence charter school locational decisions. Not surprisingly, initial analyses presented in 

chapter 4 produced evidence of increased racial segregation between charter schools and their 

surrounding communities when compared to traditional public school norms. These findings are 

consistent with previous studies of student sorting in charter schools. What this chapter added to 

both my own research and the larger body of literature on charter schools was a more 

comprehensive understanding of the policy context that surrounds and influences school level 

behaviors. I examined charter schools immediate and adjacent neighborhoods across three spatial 

scales–the school district, census tract, and block group–and found initial evidence of charter 
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schools exhibiting circling patterns around predominately African American neighborhoods and, 

to a lesser extent, low-income neighborhoods.  

In chapter 5, I further demonstrated that New Jersey charter schools tend to exhibit 

behavior consistent with rational actors seeking to gain strategic advantages within the 

marketplace. Charter schools were shown to cluster in areas that allow them to effectively 

balance consumer demand with reduced competition levels. Specifically, I observed two distinct 

clustering patterns. First, charter schools in non-Abbott districts circle Abbott districts in a 

narrow five mile band characterized by greater educational need and, presumably, consumer 

demand. Second, charter schools in Abbott districts circle neighborhoods with higher levels of 

educational and economic disadvantage, and particularly neighborhoods with higher proportions 

of African American residents. Logistic regression confirmed statistically significant associations 

among charter school locations and proxies for market demand, educational need, and 

neighborhood diversity, although estimates for race/ethnicity were less conclusive.  

These findings do not rule out other factors that may influence charter school supply (e.g. 

legal and practical constraints, social networks, political alliances) or disallow for the possibility 

that charter schools behave as non-rational actors committed to advancing particular school 

missions, a point I have raised throughout this dissertation. Therefore, in chapter 6, I examined 

the location of different charter schools types by external partnership and educational program. I 

found that charter schools partnered with CMOs, which often promoted back-to-basics 

educational plans, tended to be found in more advantaged neighborhoods compared to district 

norms. In contrast, charter schools partnered with CDCs and faith-based organizations were 

more likely to be found in more disadvantaged neighborhoods. I concluded that more 

entrepreneurial or market-oriented schools are inclined to seek out competitive advantages by 
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locating in more desirable neighborhoods, while charter schools with stronger community ties 

are less attentive to such concerns, supporting the theory that charter school supply, at least in 

part, reflects rational decision-making within the educational marketplace. 

Of course, it is important to note that this study faces several limitations. The decision to 

examine charter school behaviors in small scale geographic units (e.g. census tracts and block 

groups) presented data restrictions that forced me, at times, to use proxies to account for 

potentially motivating factors, such as academic achievement, crime and safety, and 

discrimination. Future research will benefit from examining charter school supply in ways that 

allow for the inclusion of new data sources. I also did not give full attention to the evolving 

nature of charter school reform and the ongoing learning that likely occurs among authorizers, 

charter school operators, and their surrounding communities. Factors that influence school level 

decisions are likely fluid and change over time. The findings presented here would benefit from 

additional research based on interviews, focus groups, and/or surveys to hear from charter school 

operators themselves about how they respond to reform expectations and make decisions. 

Finally, close examination of charter school locations revealed outcomes that likely warrant 

further investigation. A number of charter schools, for example, were found in close proximity to 

school district boundaries. This may result from charter schools attempting to position 

themselves to access multiple markets, but such speculation is not supported by evidence 

presented in this dissertation. Charter school supply was also found to be responsive to private 

school competitors, but there is wide variation among private school types. Future research may 

benefit from the deep investigation of particular localities to gain a better understanding of 

specific charter school supply patterns. In addition, I expect there to be limitations in 

generalizing findings to other states. As noted earlier, differences in charter school laws and 
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authorizing processes, as well as charter school responses to educational, economic, socio-

cultural, and political norms may significantly affect school level behaviors. Research has 

already demonstrated that the tendency of New Jersey charter schools to over-represent African 

American students and disproportionately locate in large urban districts is not universal to other 

states. Evidence drawn from Arizona using GIS and detailed in chapter 2, for example, showed 

charter schools enrolling disproportionate numbers of white students (Cobb & Glass, 1999). It 

remains unclear whether the larger observed pattern of strategic positioning in New Jersey 

expressed through charter school clusters is the result of factors and policy decisions specific to 

this state context, most notably the creation of Abbott districts, or representative of a more 

universal pattern of charter school supply. Additional research is needed to better understand 

charter school responses to factors that may influence school decision-making and supply in 

other contexts both locally and across states. 

Despite these limitations, my dissertation makes an important contribution to the charter 

school literature. I was able to use GIS and dynamic mapping combined with more conventional 

research methods to look beyond state and district level data and compare charter schools to their 

immediate neighborhood context. The examination of micro level data (e.g. census tracts and 

block groups) provided new insights into charter school behaviors and supply, at least in New 

Jersey. I demonstrated that student enrollment patterns vary at different spatial scales and 

racial/ethnic sorting tends to be most severe at the neighborhood or block group level. Further, 

this phenomenon seems to result from the tendency of charter schools to cluster around or circle 

neighborhoods of high demand; a phenomenon that could only be observed by looking at charter 

school locations within school districts. Charter school research has frequently focused on broad, 

aggregate comparisons, because it is difficult to find publicly-available data describing student 
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population characteristics at a higher spatial resolution using conventional approaches to 

research. The methods I employed provided access to similar information, but applied it in a way 

that allowed me to develop a more detailed account of individual charter schools’ market spaces.  

Further, my methods are standardized and provide an easily replicable approach to 

examining charter schools. Past research into charter school enrollments, including those using 

GIS and mapping, have often relied on hypothetical and often unsubstantiated marketplaces to 

overcome data limitations and better understand charter school behaviors. While these studies 

may be successful in identifying unique market factors that guide charter school decision-making 

in specific communities, they fail to provide a broader picture of charter schools tendencies, or 

account for how decision-making may vary at different spatial scales. The result of this research 

is a more comprehensive understanding of how charter schools may engage educational 

marketplaces; one that builds on emerging evidence suggesting charter schools adhere to general 

supply patterns across contexts, which may include clustering around high demand 

neighborhoods (see Gulosino, 2008; Lubienski, Weitzel & Gulosino, 2009).  

 

Building bridges: The role of charter schools in public education 

The emergence of charter school clusters challenges the notion that charter schools are 

well suited to serve all families who demand greater school choice. Instead, they may privilege 

families who reside in their immediate surrounding neighborhoods, or have the time and 

resources to seek out new schooling options. This is not a novel observation. As David Garcia 

(2010) notes, charter schools have frequently been accused of serving only “the deserving poor”–

that is, creaming or cropping the most able and advantaged students from disadvantaged 

populations. The location and distribution of New Jersey’s charter schools, however, suggests a 
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more pervasive effect than has previously been studied and discussed. Strategic responses to 

market-based competition may isolate charter schools from the larger public education system, 

an outcome that seems likely even among those schools whose mission is to serve high-needs 

children. Consider that New Jersey contains 31 Abbott districts, areas where demand for new 

schooling options should be strong, but only 15 out of 70 charter schools located in Abbott 

districts found outside Camden, Trenton, or the Greater Newark area. Within these metropolitan 

areas, only two schools are found in neighborhoods classified as high-needs by the methodology 

used in this dissertation (see p. 171).  

The rapid growth of charter schools in New Jersey appears to have had a somewhat 

paradoxical effect. As policymakers have increasingly favored charter schools as a preferred 

approach to improving school performance and worked to increase their number, the advantages 

of clustering have narrowed potential charter school locations. To be fair, charter school 

supporters are likely to respond to this observation in two seemingly obvious ways. First, this is 

precisely why we more charter schools are needed. Initial success combined with a shrinking 

consumer pool will prompt schools to eventually seek out new, untapped markets. Second, 

charter schools should not be responsible for solving all the failings of our public education 

system. They are simply intended to provide parents with alternative schooling options, albeit in 

an effort to galvanize broader school improvement. It is unreasonable to hold a few schools 

responsible for solving the inequitable distribution of students’ learning opportunities in a system 

that has always been heavily segregated by race and class. 

Further, it is worth noting that absent charter schools there is not an effective strategy in 

place to reduce student stratification in public schools. Recent court rulings have made clear that 

student assignment plans that include specific racial/ethnic criteria are unlikely to survive legal 
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scrutiny.
70

 Properly leveraged, expanded school choice may actually provide new and intriguing 

possibilities for integrating public schools. Charter schools are not constrained by existing 

student catchment zones making it easier from them to enroll students living outside their 

immediate neighborhood or district of residence. They are not beholden to state regulations or 

curriculum guidelines, allowing them to promote educational programs explicitly aimed at 

increasing student diversity. The data presented in this dissertation shows that New Jersey 

charter schools have succeeded in drawing disproportionate numbers of African American 

students into more diverse and better resourced communities, resulting in more integrated 

learning environments then comparable public or private schools. This outcome helps explain 

why charter schools are often vigorously supported in many low-income, minority 

neighborhoods where they appear as forces of liberation from a neglectful public education 

system.  

Combined, these factors have led some advocates to openly question whether student 

sorting in charter schools is, in fact, a problem worth worrying about. It may be that more 

homogeneous enrollments in schools with a clear sense of mission and track record of high 

performance are preferable to the pursuit of outdated notions of educational equity (i.e. student 

integration) that come at the expense of academic focus (see Garcia, 2010, p. 36). Policymakers 

have increasingly viewed charter school reform as a preferred solution for raising student 

performance across our entire public education system. As mentioned previously, the $4.35 

billion federal Race to the Top competition included charter schools as a key component of the 
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 The 2007 United States Supreme Court ruling in Parents Involved in Community Schools v. Seattle School 

District No. 1, for example, found that race cannot be an explicit consideration in achieving student body integration 

(Eckes, 2010). Similar decisions have been applied to charter school legislation. In Beaufort County Board of 

Education v. Lighthouse Charter School Committee, a South Carolina state trial court found racial balancing 

language within the state’s charter school statute unconstitutional. Specifically, the statute stated, “under no 

circumstance may a charter school enrollment differ from the racial composition of the school district by more than 

10%” (Eckes, 2010, p. 57). 
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nation’s most aggressive effort to build a more aligned education system across the states. 

Without a strong commitment to the promotion and rapid growth of charter schools, states were 

unlikely to succeed in winning federal dollars.  

New Jersey’s Race to the Top (RTTT) application exemplifies how states are 

incorporating charter school reform into broader efforts to turn around low-performing schools. 

The application proposed a comprehensive plan for improving educational outcomes by creating 

school renewal zones to encourage cross-district collaboration and cross-service programs, but 

was quick to concede that “lagging schools of yesterday need not be the schools of tomorrow 

(New Jersey Dept. of Education, 2010, p. E6).” Critical to New Jersey’s plan was “a bold ‘new 

schools’ strategy (New Jersey Dept. of Education, 2010, p. E5)” for expanding charter school 

reform. In 2011, the state approved 23 new charter schools, increasing their total number by 

nearly 50%. This policy decision represents a significant shift in the degree of responsibility for 

improving educational outcomes assigned charter schools.  

 Here is the crux of the argument against charter school clustering. The tendency for 

charter schools to separate themselves from our public education system raises questions about 

the faith policymakers have placed in them as beachheads for more expansive reform. If New 

Jersey views cross-sector and cross-service collaboration as essential to turning around low-

performing schools, it is unclear how charter schools seemingly focused on carefully cultivated 

consumer groups and isolated from larger student populations will help facilitate this process. 

How do we expect charter school practices to be scaled-up and shared across the larger 

educational system? What happens to those students who do not live in districts or 

neighborhoods with charter schools; students who are unable or unwilling to travel significant 
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distances to attend school? Given that charter schools have receive disproportionate attention 

from funders and reformers, will students in non-charter schools soon face chronic neglect? 

These questions are not easily addressed by conventional explanations for how charter 

schools may benefit students attending non-charter schools–that is, that competition through 

increased choice will force all schools to improve or risk losing students. First, evidence on the 

impact of competition on neighboring schools and nearby students is mixed and does not justify 

rapid expansion. Second, and more importantly, this line of argument is not consistent with 

descriptions of charter schools as part of a “new civil rights revolution” where all students have 

access to schools of their choice. The issue here is the apparent disconnect between charter 

school reform and parallel efforts to improve educational outcomes. Charter schools are too often 

assumed to fit seamlessly into larger reform efforts because they are expect to emerged in school 

districts and neighborhoods where demand is strongest and students are most in need. This 

outcome is understood to be logical result of rational choices made within the educational 

marketplace. The evidence presented in this dissertation, however, shows that New Jersey’s 

charter school supply is influenced by a more complex set of factors than simple responses to 

vertical and horizontal product differentiation, and although the locations of individual schools 

may reflect an efficient distribution of educational resources, it is not an equitable distribution of 

new schooling options. 

Below, I present three policy recommendations intended to curtail charter school 

clustering and increase student access to new learning opportunities. Specifically, I attempt to 

rethink how we define, regulate, and support charter school markets. Rather than debate the 

merits of charter school expansion, I choose to instead focus on how we may better integrate 

individual schools into broader reform strategies; establishing them as one strategy for improving 
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school performance in high needs areas.
71

 Consistent with the findings presented in this 

dissertation, I emphasize the importance of directing charter schools toward neighborhoods 

where additional resources and schooling options appear most needed. Ensuring broader access 

to charter schools is not just a question of fairness, but also critical to fostering more effective 

learning environments. Schools that separate themselves from residents they perceive as 

“threatening” tend to undermine the social capital of the communities, research shows (Noguera, 

2003). By identifying areas where new approaches to school governance and practice may prove 

beneficial, policymakers can help develop and grow charter school reform in a way that 

complements our existing public education system. 

 

Policy Recommendation #1: Implement “smart caps” to better define and regulate charter 

school markets. 

Many policymakers view charter school caps (i.e. limits on the total number of charter 

schools) as the primary barrier to increasing student access to charter schools. The elimination of 

charter school caps, for example, was strongly encouraged by the recent federal Race to the Top 

competition. This line of thinking, of course, follows a obvious logic. More charter schools mean 

more students attending charter schools, presumably in areas where they would otherwise not 

exist. The evidence presented in this dissertation, however, demonstrates that simply raising or 

eliminating charter school caps may not effectively distribute new learning opportunities across 

all student groups, especially to those living in less desirable neighborhoods. Evidence of 

clustering in select urban settings suggests that new schools may not seek out untapped markets, 
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 Charter school reform need not be limited to this single pursuit, of course, and regulations or incentives that 

encourage charter schools to seek out high need areas should not undermine the other goals of reform (e.g. 

autonomy, competition, choice, innovation).  
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but rather continue to locate in areas where charter school reform is already well established, at 

least in New Jersey.  

My point is that most markets benefit from some degree of oversight and regulation, a 

facet of reform that is frequently ignored in discussions of charter schools. “Smart caps” are an 

attempt to rethink the state’s role in granting entry to the educational marketplace. Specifically, 

they are designed to carefully manage charter school growth by establishing a more rigorous 

process for approving charter schools, prioritizing successful schooling models and high needs 

locations. Broadly speaking, “smart caps” are an effort to improve the balance between the 

educational opportunities offered to students attending charter schools and investments made 

across the larger educational system. 

The state of Massachusetts established a “smart cap” in 2010 when it passed an “Act 

Relative to the Achievement Gap” as a prelude to its Race to the Top application. Included in 

this new law was language aligning charter school reform with the state’s larger effort to 

improve school performance in its highest need districts. Priority was given to applications for 

charter schools to be located in school districts scoring in the lowest 10% of school performance 

statewide. The state must approve annually a set number of schools in these districts before 

charter schools can be approved in other areas. At the same time, clear parameters were 

established for the permissible size of charter school markets in school districts to reduce local 

conflicts and encourage a broader distribution of schools across urban centers. Charter schools 

may not account for more than 9% of a district’s net school spending (or 18% in districts in the 

lowest 10% of school performance) encouraging charter school founders to seek out new 

locations once a district or market becomes saturated. Further, charter schools approved by the 

state Board of the Department of Elementary and Secondary Education (i.e. Commonwealth 
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charter schools) may not be located in school districts scoring in the highest 10% of school 

performance, or with less than 30,000 students. Charter schools are permitted in smaller, more 

affluent school districts, but they must be authorized by local school boards. 

 The use of “smart caps” enables policymakers to think more strategically about how to 

create spaces for charter schools to enter the marketplace without subjecting students to the 

negative consequences of unfettered competition. They can effectively drive new schools toward 

areas where they will be most valued. One may argue that “smart caps” also increase 

accountability. Not only do charter schools face a more rigorous authorization process, but the 

push toward new markets may foster more genuine competition, making it difficult for charter 

schools to build education programs around isolated, niche groups. At the same time, identifying 

educational spaces where the state recognizes and supports the contributions of charter school 

reform may help increase individual school autonomy. Charter schools may gain the confidence 

to develop more innovative educational programs without feeling the need to justify their 

existence.  

 

Policy Recommendation #2 – Create incentives for charter schools to locate in high needs 

areas through state capital subsidies. 

It is well established within the charter school literature that the cost of building and 

maintaining a new or converted school building is a major barrier to entering the educational 

marketplace. While a limited number of high-performing and well publicized charter schools 

have shown themselves to be very successful in securing additional private dollars, many charter 

schools face growing pains typical to young businesses with limited capital. They struggle to 

secure low-interest loans to cover start-up costs (e.g. securing facilities, purchasing materials, 
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hiring staff, legal fees and marketing) and lack staff with the experience needed to take 

advantage of available federal and state grants.  

A reasonable reaction to this of set of circumstances, of course, is to do nothing. Aren’t 

markets supposed to reward the most able firms? Charter schools that demonstrate an ability to 

overcome initial obstacles to success should be rewarded for their efforts. Other schools should 

be closed. This argument has merit when charter schools are in their initial planning stages and 

there is little cost associated with the unsuccessful visions of policy entrepreneurs, but once a 

charter school has been approved the state has a vested interest in seeing it become successful. 

Closing failing schools may be a necessary part of reform, but charter schools are not restaurants 

or retail stores. The public is not well served by a flood of school closures. There is significant 

risk in creating a turnstile effect where adults and children are shuffled across opening and 

closing schools, producing the same negative consequences as high student mobility rates.  

 In a number of states, policymakers have taken steps to increase support for charter 

schools in their start-up phase. It is common, for example, to offer charter schools space in 

vacant school buildings at minimum cost. This approach has brought with it political 

controversies, however, as administrators, teachers, and parents in non-charter schools often 

bristle at sharing space and what they perceive as a giveaway of public resources. Further, vacant 

school buildings are often in disrepair and located in neighborhoods where the state has already 

determined that traditional public schools are unnecessary or unlikely to succeed.  

 An alternative solution that may be to provide capital subsidies for building construction 

costs. This approach to school building financing is common in early childhood education where 

a mix of public, non-profit, and for-profit providers receive public funding to provide early 

learning services. Specifically, state capital subsidies are frequently used to help small business 
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secure loans and manage debt. Subsidies may be either “shallow” or “deep” depending on the 

amount of up-front capital they provide to business (Sussman & Gillman, 2007). There are three 

common types of “shallow” subsidies. First, state agencies may guarantee part of a loan (e.g. 

between 50% and 80%) to bring conventional bank debt within reach of businesses that would 

otherwise be viewed as risky investments. Second, that state may provide direct loans through 

state economic development agencies. Most states already offer small business loans in this 

manner. Third, states may provide subsidies to help lower interest rates and make debt more 

manageable (Sussman & Gillman, 2007). All three approaches help support business in fields 

with small profit margins, but are also limited in that they targeted business that have the 

internally capacity to take on substantial debt. 

 Recently, the Connecticut Health and Education Facilities Authority has provided deeper 

subsidies to both municipal and non-profit early childhood providers. As part of “The School 

Readiness Act,” passed in 1997, the state issued tax-exempt bonds and secured bond insurance to 

guarantee low-interest rates, while agreeing to cover 70% of capital costs. The state issued 30-

year bonds, allowing for a long amortization period whereby small initial subsidies, allocated 

through the state budget, would provide substantial capital over the long-term. An initial $2.5 

million investment yielded $41.6 million in bond proceeds, resulting in 18 new or renovated 

child care centers serving 3,150 children (Sussman & Gillman, 2007). 

 These approaches to state capital subsidies do have drawbacks. The state is committing 

resources to business or organizations that may not exist over the long run and, in some cases, 

may be subsidizing construction that would have occurred anyway. But, similar investments in 

the construction of new charter school buildings would lend valuable support to educational 

programs that the state has already committed to seeing become successful through a rigorous 
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authorization process. Further, state subsidies can be contingent on individual schools 

committing to locations believed to serve the larger public good. For example, charter schools 

can become eligible for loan forgiveness programs by locating in high needs neighborhoods. In 

this way, state resources can be better leveraged to encourage charter schools to locate in spaces 

they might otherwise ignore without undermining the basic principles of reform. 

 

Policy Recommendation #3 – Establish a uniform system of metrics for evaluating charter 

schools to expand our focus beyond student test scores. 

The above recommendations are designed to push charter schools toward areas where 

new schooling options are most needed. New regulations combined with financial incentives 

may reward charter schools for locating in closer proximity to students with high needs. These 

recommendations, however, do not address a primary reason for charter school clusters, as 

discussed in this dissertation. Charter schools appear sensitive to how they are perceived in the 

marketplace and take steps to reduce potential associations with low-performing neighborhoods 

and students. This phenomenon may be largely attributed to a significant disconnect between the 

expectations we hold for charter school reform and the criteria we use to judge individual 

schools. Charter schools may pursue diverse missions, including civic education, service 

learning, cultural competency, etc., but we possess few quantitative measures beyond student test 

scores to evaluate school performance. As a result, discussions of reform tend to become focused 

on this one data point, and even for those schools that do not prioritize student achievement, 

long-term sustainability is linked to academic performance. 

Comparisons between New Jersey’s charter school application and the subsequent 

information required in charter school annual reports exemplifies this point. Charter school 
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applicants must describe their overarching educational mission and specific educational goals 

prior to opening a new school. They must provide a detailed financial plan, a fully developed 

educational program (e.g. targeted student populations, student assessments, school culture and 

discipline procedures, family and community engagement strategies, and school founders and 

governance structure), and a self-assessment and accountability plan. In contrast, New Jersey 

requires authorized charter schools to include the following information in their annual reports: 

 

1. Review of state and local assessment activities and student achievement results in the 

context of the school’s goals and required NCLB Adequate Yearly Progress; 

2. Review of progress: incorporating the New Jersey Core Curriculum Content 

Standards, delivering an educational program leading to high achievement for all 

students and providing professional development and support for teachers; 

3. Review of school governance and management accomplishments; 

4. Description of activities to involve parents and community members and public 

relations and outreach activities; 

5. Description of student and staff recruitment activities; 

6. Review of the school’s self-evaluation and accountability plan. 

 

The annual report clearly priorities student achievement outcomes, evidenced by both its 

primacy in the report (see criteria one and two) and the limited attention given to other facets of a 

school’s education program. One may argue that the remaining criteria, in fact, are more focused 

on political concerns (e.g. governance, community engagement, public relations, student and 

staff recruitment) than school level practices. The exception is criteria six which reviews a given 
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school’s self-evaluation and accountability plan. The state provides little direction, however, on 

how accountability plans should be carried out. They tend to be reported in narrative form and 

are unique to each school. They cannot be easily compared across charter schools or to 

educational outcomes within the larger public school landscape.  

What is interesting is that while evaluations of charter school reform are driven by 

student test scores there is an emerging effort within out larger educational system to rethink 

how we measure educational outcomes. Policymakers have become aware of the need to use 

multiple measures across a broader range of school practices to evaluate school performance. A 

number of newly developed state teacher evaluation systems, for example, rely on classroom 

observations, peer reviews, professional development, and student achievement to produce a 

common effectiveness index. Risk assessment systems have been put in place to not only 

measure student performance over time, but assess school-level actions to intervene with under-

performing students. And, a number of non-profit organizations working with school districts 

have developed metrics for evaluating school success across a broad range of categories. New 

Leaders for New Schools created the Urban Excellence Framework, which includes key metrics 

to assess school practice in areas known to influence student achievement, including: teaching 

and learning; school culture; staff alignment; operations and systems; and leadership. 

Failing to take a similar approach in evaluating charter schools places limitations on how 

reform is discussed and propagated. Recent research suggests that systematic differences among 

charter schools in mission orientation, student enrollments, school organization, and location 

produce differences in schooling processes and outcomes. Charter schools that target at-risk 

youths have been shown to adopt more innovative teaching techniques and curricula, including 

self-paced lessons, flexible schedules, and school-to-work programs, than schools serving more 
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traditional students (Ausbrooks, Barrett, & Daniel, 2005). For-profit charter schools linked to 

EMOs tend to be larger and more conservative than non-market schools, which are more likely 

to be organized around particular themes either in content (e.g. ethnocentric curriculum) or focus 

(e.g. vocational education) (Carpenter, 2005; Henig, et al. 2005; Lacireno-Paquet, 2006). And, 

cyber and home-school charter schools employ organizational and governance strategies that 

defy public education norms and provide for teaching and learning beyond classroom walls 

(Huerta, Gonzalez, & d’Entremont, 2006).  

A more comprehensive set of common metrics is needed to assess school performance. 

These metrics need not be viewed as questions on high stakes tests, but rather as an effort to 

provide a more complete picture of the hard work being done at the ground level within charter 

schools. School leaders could explicitly choose in their annual reports to emphasize (or de-

emphasize) metrics most suited to their particular school missions, and authorizers would be 

provided with a better understanding of why such decisions were made and their potential impact 

on student learning. One may argue that this type of accountability reduces the level of autonomy 

granted to charter schools, but I contend that such reporting has the opposite effect. In the 

absence of clear measurable to describe charter schools’ educational programs, policymakers 

turn to the little hard data they have: student test scores.  

 

Conclusion    

Like many reforms that challenge institutional norms, charter schools force us to confront 

our expectations and ideals concerning public schooling and, more broadly, public life. It is 

perhaps not surprising charter school detractors worry that the limited dispersal of new choices 

through the marketplace signifies a retreat from our long-standing commitment to educational 
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equity established in Brown v. Board of Education. In its place is the rampant pursuit of 

economic efficiency; creating a bold new world where communities and populations that are 

perceived as the most difficult to work with become the unintended victims of shifts in resources, 

personnel, and policymaker attention. Such rhetoric likely overstates the negative consequences 

of charter school reform, but it is not inconsistent with the type of reactionary thinking that 

frequently accompanies debates over our core social values. At the very least, the evidence 

presented in this dissertation suggests a tendency for charter schools to remove themselves from 

neighborhoods where support is most needed. The potential for educational investments to 

follow these decisions may negatively impact those students who are left behind. 

 Jeff Henig (2008) has noted that as the charter school movement has evolved our 

understanding of reform has become more nuanced and complex. Charter schools are 

increasingly understood to be neither immune to the problems of plague many traditional public 

schools, nor academies of privilege and excellence. Many charter school founders consistently 

show themselves to be dedicated professionals, deeply committed to running effective schools, 

but improving educational outcomes is hard. At the same time, public discourse has not followed 

this path and, even within the research community, discussions of charter schools frequently 

remain heated, breaking down along ideological lines (Henig, 2008). Charter schools all too 

often find themselves in the difficult position of responding to the most extreme claims on both 

sides of the policy debate, which undoubtedly shapes how they engage the educational 

marketplace and present themselves to the public. 

The recommendations included in this chapter are not intended to resolve disputes about 

the fundamental purpose of public schooling. Rather, they serve as responses to charter school 

reform as it currently exists. They are intended to better promote charter schools as one strategy 
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for increasing student access to new educational resources and learning opportunities without 

sacrificing the market-based principles that drive reform. At three key points in the life of a 

charter school, levers are created to push charter schools toward better engaging high needs 

communities. Market entry is more tightly regulated through “smart caps.” Priority is given to 

charter schools choosing to locate in the lowest-performing areas, while limits on available 

market share will eventually push schools toward untapped markets. School building 

construction is incentivized. Charter schools gain access to small business loans or other state 

capital subsidies in exchange for locating in low-performing areas. Finally, a more 

comprehensive set of metrics is established to better evaluated charter school practices across 

multiple domains. These recommendations are all designed to alleviate the pressure placed on 

charter schools to justify their presence in the educational marketplace and instead focus on 

building successful educational programs that can effectively compete for students based on the 

learning experiences they provide. 
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Appendix A 

 

CHARTER SCHOOL PROGRAM ACT OF 1995, N.J.S.A. 18A:36A 

Effective January 1996 

Amended November 2000 

 

18A:36A-1. Short title 

This act shall be known and may be cited as the "Charter School Program Act of 1995." 

L.1995,c.426,s.1. 

 

18A:36A-2. Findings, declarations relative to establishment of charter schools 

The Legislature finds and declares that the establishment of charter schools as part of this State's 

program of public education can assist in promoting comprehensive educational reform by 

providing a mechanism for the implementation of a variety of educational approaches which may 

not be available in the traditional public school classroom. Specifically, charter schools offer the 

potential to improve pupil learning; increase for students and parents the educational choices 

available when selecting the learning environment which they feel may be the most appropriate; 

encourage the use of different and innovative learning methods; establish a new form of 

accountability for schools; require the measurement of learning outcomes; make the school the 

unit for educational improvement; and establish new professional opportunities for teachers. 

The Legislature further finds that the establishment of a charter school program is in the best 

interests of the students of this State and it is therefore the public policy of the State to encourage 

and facilitate the development of charter schools. 

L.1995,c.426,s.2. 
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18A:36A-3. Charter school program established 

a. The Commissioner of Education shall establish a charter school program which shall provide 

for the approval and granting of charters to charter schools pursuant to the provisions of this act. 

A charter school shall be a public school operated under a charter granted by the commissioner, 

which is operated independently of a local board of education and is managed by a board of 

trustees. The board of trustees, upon receiving a charter from the commissioner, shall be deemed 

to be public agents authorized by the State Board of Education to supervise and control the 

charter school. 

b. The program shall authorize the establishment of not more than 135 charter schools during the 

48 months following the effective date of this act. A minimum of three charter schools shall be 

allocated to each county. The commissioner shall actively encourage the establishment of charter 

schools in urban school districts with the participation of institutions of higher education. 

L.1995,c.426,s.3. 

 

18A:36A-4. Establishment of charter school 

a. A charter school may be established by teaching staff members, parents with children 

attending the schools of the district, or a combination of teaching staff members and parents. A 

charter school may also be established by an institution of higher education or a private entity 

located within the State in conjunction with teaching staff members and parents of children 

attending the schools of the district. If the charter school is established by a private entity, 

representatives of the private entity shall not constitute a majority of the trustees of the school, 

and the charter shall specify the extent to which the private entity shall be involved in the 
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operation of the school. The name of the charter school shall not include the name or 

identification of the private entity, and the private entity shall not realize a net profit from its 

operation of a charter school. A private or parochial school shall not be eligible for charter 

school status. 

b. A currently existing public school is eligible to become a charter school if the following 

criteria are met: 

(1) At least 51% of the teaching staff in the school shall have signed a petition in support of the 

school becoming a charter school; and 

(2) At least 51% of the parents or guardians of pupils attending that public school shall have 

signed a petition in support of the school becoming a charter school. 

c. An application to establish a charter school shall be submitted to the commissioner and the 

local board of education or State superintendent, in the case of a State-operated school district, in 

the school year preceding the school year in which the charter school will be established. The 

board of education or State superintendent shall review the application and forward a 

recommendation to the commissioner within 60 days of receipt of the application. The 

commissioner shall have final authority to grant or reject a charter application. 

d. The local board of education or a charter school applicant may appeal the decision of the 

commissioner to the State Board of Education. The State board shall render a decision within 30 

days of the date of the receipt of the appeal. If the State board does not render a decision within 

30 days, the decision of the commissioner shall be deemed final. 

e. A charter school established during the 48 months following the effective date of this act, 

other than a currently existing public school which becomes a charter school pursuant to the 

provisions of subsection b. of section 4 of this act, shall not have an enrollment in excess of 500 
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students or greater than 25% of the student body of the school district in which the charter school 

is established, whichever is less. 

Any two charter schools within the same public school district that are not operating the same 

grade levels may petition the commissioner to amend their charters and consolidate into one 

school. The commissioner may approve an amendment to consolidate, provided that the basis for 

consolidation is to accommodate the transfer of students who would otherwise be subject to the 

random selection process pursuant to section 8 of P.L.1995, c.426 (C.18A:36A-8). 

L.1995,c.426,s.4; amended 2000,c.142,s.1. 

 

18A:36A-5. Application for charter school 

The application for a charter school shall include the following information: 

a. The identification of the charter applicant; 

b. The name of the proposed charter school; 

c. The proposed governance structure of the charter school including a list of the proposed 

members of the board of trustees of the charter school or a description of the qualifications and 

method for the appointment or election of members of the board of trustees; 

d. The educational goals of the charter school, the curriculum to be offered, and the methods of 

assessing whether students are meeting educational goals. Charter school students shall be 

required to meet the same testing and academic performance standards as established by law and 

regulation for public school students. Charter school students shall also meet any additional 

assessment indicators which are included within the charter approved by the commissioner; 

e. The admission policy and criteria for evaluating the admission of students which shall comply 

with the requirements of section 8 of this act; 
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f. The age or grade range of students to be enrolled; 

g. The school calendar and school day schedule; 

h. A description of the charter school staff responsibilities and the proposed qualifications of 

teaching staff; 

i. A description of the procedures to be implemented to ensure significant parental involvement 

in the operation of the school; 

j. A description of, and address for, the physical facility in which the charter school will be 

located; 

k. Information on the manner in which community groups will be involved in the charter school 

planning process; 

l. The financial plan for the charter school and the provisions which will be made for auditing the 

school pursuant to the provisions of N.J.S.18A:23-1; 

m. A description of and justification for any waivers of regulations which the charter school will 

request; and 

n. Such other information as the commissioner may require. 

L.1995,c.426,s.5. 

 

18A:36A-6. Powers of charter school 

A charter school established pursuant to the provisions of this act shall be a body corporate and 

politic with all powers necessary or desirable for carrying out its charter program, including, but 

not limited to, the power to: 

a. Adopt a name and corporate seal; however, any name selected shall include the words "charter 

school;" 
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b. Sue and be sued, but only to the same extent and upon the same conditions that a public entity 

can be sued; 

c. Acquire real property from public or private sources, by purchase, lease, lease with an option 

to purchase, or by gift, for use as a school facility; 

d. Receive and disburse funds for school purposes; 

e. Make contracts and leases for the procurement of services, equipment and supplies; 

f. Incur temporary debts in anticipation of the receipt of funds; 

g. Solicit and accept any gifts or grants for school purposes; and 

h. Have such other powers as are necessary to fulfill its charter and which are not inconsistent 

with this act or the requirements of the commissioner. 

The board of trustees of a charter school shall comply with the provisions of the "Open Public 

Meetings Act," P.L.1975, c.231 (C.10:4-6 et seq.). 

L.1995,c.426,s.6. 

 

18A:36A-7. Student admissions to charter school 

A charter school shall be open to all students on a space available basis and shall not 

discriminate in its admission policies or practices on the basis of intellectual or athletic ability, 

measures of achievement or aptitude, status as a handicapped person, proficiency in the English 

language, or any other basis that would be illegal if used by a school district; however, a charter 

school may limit admission to a particular grade level or to areas of concentration of the school, 

such as mathematics, science, or the arts. A charter school may establish reasonable criteria to 

evaluate prospective students which shall be outlined in the school's charter. 

L.1995,c.426,s.7. 
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18A:36A-8. Enrollment preference 

a. Preference for enrollment in a charter school shall be given to students who reside in the 

school district in which the charter school is located. If there are more applications to enroll in 

the charter school than there are spaces available, the charter school shall select students to 

attend using a random selection process. A charter school shall not charge tuition to students who 

reside in the district 

b. A charter school shall allow any student who was enrolled in the school in the immediately 

preceding school year to enroll in the charter school in the appropriate grade unless the 

appropriate grade is not offered at the charter school. 

c. A charter school may give enrollment priority to a sibling of a student enrolled in the charter 

school. 

d. If available space permits, a charter school may enroll non-resident students. The terms and 

condition of the enrollment shall be outlined in the school's charter and approved by the 

commissioner. 

e. The admission policy of the charter school shall, to the maximum extent practicable, seek the 

enrollment of a cross section of the community's school age population including racial and 

academic factors. 

L.1995,c.426,s.8. 

 

18A:36A-9. Withdrawal, expulsion from charter school 

A student may withdraw from a charter school at any time. A student may be expelled from a 

charter school based on criteria determined by the board of trustees, which are consistent with 
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the provisions of N.J.S.18A:37-2, and approved by the commissioner as part of the school's 

charter. Any expulsion shall be made upon the recommendation of the charter school principal, 

in consultation with the student's teachers. 

L.1995,c.426,s.9. 

 

18A:36A-10. Location of charter school 

A charter school may be located in part of an existing public school building, in space provided 

on a public work site, in a public building, or any other suitable location. The facility shall be 

exempt from public school facility regulations except those pertaining to the health or safety of 

the pupils. A charter school shall not construct a facility with public funds. 

L.1995,c.426,s.10. 

 

18A:36A-11. Operation of charter school 

a. A charter school shall operate in accordance with its charter and the provisions of law and 

regulation which govern other public schools; except that, upon the request of the board of 

trustees of a charter school, the commissioner may exempt the school from State regulations 

concerning public schools, except those pertaining to assessment, testing, civil rights and student 

health and safety, if the board of trustees satisfactorily demonstrates to the commissioner that the 

exemption will advance the educational goals and objectives of the school. 

b. A charter school shall comply with the provisions of chapter 46 of Title 18A of the New 

Jersey Statutes concerning the provision of services to handicapped students; except that the 

fiscal responsibility for any student currently enrolled in or determined to require a private day or 

residential school shall remain with the district of residence. 
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c. A charter school shall comply with applicable State and federal anti-discrimination statutes. 

L.1995,c.426,s.11. 

 

18A:36A-12. Definitions; per pupil payments to charter school 

a. As used in this section: 

"Maximum T&E amount" means the T&E amount plus the T&E flexible amount for the budget 

year weighted for kindergarten, elementary, middle school and high school respectively as set 

forth in section 12 of P.L.1996, c.138 (C.18A:7F-12); 

"Program budget" means the sum in the prebudget year inflated by the CPI rate published most 

recent to the budget calculation of core curriculum standards aid; supplemental core curriculum 

standards aid; stabilization aid, including supplemental stabilization aid and supplemental school 

tax reduction aid; designated general fund balance; miscellaneous local general fund revenue; 

and the district's general fund tax levy. 

b. The school district of residence shall pay directly to the charter school for each student 

enrolled in the charter school who resides in the district an amount equal to the lower of either 

90% of the program budget per pupil for the specific grade level in the district or 90% of the 

maximum T&E amount. The per pupil amount paid to the charter school shall not exceed the 

program budget per pupil for the specific grade level in the district in which the charter school is 

located. The district of residence shall also pay directly to the charter school any categorical aid 

attributable to the student, provided the student is receiving appropriate categorical services, and 

any federal funds attributable to the student. 
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c. For any student enrolled in a charter school in which 90% of the program budget per pupil for 

the specific grade level is greater than 90% of the maximum T&E amount, the State shall pay the 

difference between the two amounts. 

d. Notwithstanding the provisions of subsection b. of this section, in the case of a student who 

was not included in the district's projected resident enrollment for the school year, the State shall 

pay 100% of the amount required pursuant to subsection b. of this section for the first year of the 

student's enrollment in the charter school. 

e. The State shall make payments required pursuant to subsections c. and d. of this section 

directly to the charter school. 

L.1995,c.426,s.12; amended 2000,c.142,s.2. 

 

18A:36A-13. Transportation for students 

The students who reside in the school district in which the charter school is located shall be 

provided transportation to the charter school on the same terms and conditions as transportation 

is provided to students attending the schools of the district. Non-resident students shall receive 

transportation services pursuant to regulations established by the State board. 

L.1995,c.426,s.13. 

 

18A:36A-14. Authority of board of trustees; employees 

a. The board of trustees of a charter school shall have the authority to decide matters related to 

the operations of the school including budgeting, curriculum, and operating procedures, subject 

to the school's charter. The board shall provide for appropriate insurance against any loss or 
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damage to its property or any liability resulting from the use of its property or from the acts or 

omissions of its officers and employees. 

b. In the case of a currently existing public school which becomes a charter school pursuant to 

the provisions of subsection b. of section 4 of this act, all school employees of the charter school 

shall be deemed to be members of the bargaining unit defined in the applicable agreement and 

shall be represented by the same majority representative organization as the employees covered 

by that agreement. In the case of other charter schools, the board of trustees of a charter school 

shall have the authority to employ, discharge and contract with necessary teachers and 

nonlicensed employees subject to the school's charter. The board of trustees may choose whether 

or not to offer the terms of any collective bargaining agreement already established by the school 

district for its employees, but the board shall adopt any health and safety provisions of the 

agreement. The charter school and its employees shall be subject to the provisions of the "New 

Jersey Employer-Employee Relations Act," P.L.1941, c.100 (C.34:13A-1 et seq.). A charter 

school shall not set a teacher salary lower than the minimum teacher salary specified pursuant to 

section 7 of P.L.1985, c.321 (C.18A:29-5.6) nor higher than the highest step in the salary guide 

in the collective bargaining agreement which is in effect in the district in which the charter 

school is located. 

c. All classroom teachers and professional support staff shall hold appropriate New Jersey 

certification. The commissioner shall make appropriate adjustments in the alternate route 

program in order to expedite the certification of persons who are qualified by education and 

experience. 

d. A public school employee, tenured or non-tenured, may request a leave of absence of up to 

three years from the local board of education or State district superintendent in order to work in a 
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charter school. Approval for a leave of absence shall not be unreasonably withheld. Employees 

on a leave of absence as provided herein shall remain in, and continue to make contributions to, 

their retirement plan during the time of the leave and shall be enrolled in the health benefits plan 

of the district in which the charter school is located. The charter school shall make any required 

employer's contribution to the district's health benefits plan. 

e. Public school employees on a leave shall not accrue tenure in the public school system but 

shall retain tenure, if so applicable, and shall continue to accrue seniority, if so applicable, in the 

public school system if they return to their non-charter school when the leave ends. An employee 

of a charter school shall not accrue tenure pursuant to N.J.S.18A:17-2, N.J.S.18A:17-3, or 

N.J.S.18A:28-5, but shall acquire streamline tenure pursuant to guidelines promulgated by the 

commissioner, and the charter shall specify the security and protection to be afforded to the 

employee in accordance with the guidelines. 

f. Any public school employee who leaves or is dismissed from employment at a charter school 

within three years shall have the right to return to the employee's former position in the public 

school district which granted the leave of absence, provided the employee is otherwise eligible 

for employment in the public school. 

L.1995,c.426,s.14. 

 

18A:36A-15. Complaints to board of trustees 

Any individual or group may bring a complaint to the board of trustees of a charter school 

alleging a violation of the provisions of this act. If, after presenting the complaint to the board of 

trustees, the individual or group determines that the board of trustees has not adequately 

addressed the complaint, they may present that complaint to the commissioner who shall 
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investigate and respond to the complaint. The board shall establish an advisory grievance 

committee consisting of both parents and teachers who are selected by the parents and teachers 

of the school to make nonbinding recommendations to the board concerning the disposition of a 

complaint. 

L.1995,c.426,s.15. 

 

18A:36A-16. Annual assessment, review of charter schools, independent study, report, 

recommendations 

a. The commissioner shall annually assess whether each charter school is meeting the goals of its 

charter, and shall conduct a comprehensive review prior to granting a renewal of the charter. The 

county superintendent of schools of the county in which the charter school is located shall have 

on-going access to the records and facilities of the charter school to ensure that the charter school 

is in compliance with its charter and that State board regulations concerning assessment, testing, 

civil rights, and student health and safety are being met. 

b. In order to facilitate the commissioner's review, each charter school shall submit an annual 

report to the local board of education, the county superintendent of schools, and the 

commissioner in the form prescribed by the commissioner. The report shall be received annually 

by the local board, the county superintendent, and the commissioner no later than August 1. 

The report shall also be made available to the parent or guardian of a student enrolled in the 

charter school. 

c. By April 1, 2001, the commissioner shall hold public hearings in the north, central, and 

southern regions of the State to receive input from members of the educational community and 

the public on the charter school program. 
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d. The commissioner shall commission an independent study of the charter school program. The 

study shall be conducted by an individual or entity identified with expertise in the field of 

education and the selection shall be approved by the Joint Committee on the Public Schools. The 

individual or entity shall design a comprehensive study of the charter school program. 

e. The commissioner shall submit to the Governor, the Legislature, and the State Board of 

Education by October 1, 2001 an evaluation of the charter school program based upon the public 

input required pursuant to subsection c. of this section and the independent study required 

pursuant to subsection d. of this section. The evaluation shall include, but not be limited to, 

consideration of the following elements: 

(1) the impact of the charter school program on resident districts' students, staff, parents, 

educational programs, and finances; 

(2) the impact of the charter school program and the increased number of schools on the 

economics of educational services on a Statewide basis; 

(3) the fairness and the impact of the reduction of available resources on the ability of resident 

districts to promote competitive educational offerings; 

(4) the impact of the shift of pupils from nonpublic schools to charter schools; 

(5) the comparative demographics of student enrollments in school districts of residence and the 

charter schools located within those districts. The comparison shall include, but not be limited to, 

race, gender, socioeconomic status, enrollment of special education students, enrollment of 

students of limited English proficiency, and student progress toward meeting the core curriculum 

content standards as measured by student results on Statewide assessment tests; 

(6) the degree of involvement of private entities in the operation and financial support of charter 

schools, and their participation as members of charter school boards of trustees; 
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(7) verification of the compliance of charter schools with applicable laws and regulations; 

(8) student progress toward meeting the goals of the charter schools; 

(9) parent, community and student satisfaction with charter schools; 

(10) the extent to which waiting lists exist for admission to charter schools and the length of 

those lists; 

(11) the extent of any attrition among student and faculty members in charter schools; and 

(12) the results of the independent study required pursuant to subsection d. of this section. 

The evaluation shall include a recommendation on the advisability of the continuation, 

modification, expansion, or termination of the program. If the evaluation does not recommend 

termination, then it shall include recommendations for changes in the structure of the program 

which the commissioner deems advisable. The commissioner may not implement any 

recommended expansion, modification, or termination of the program until the Legislature acts 

on that recommendation. 

L.1995,c.426,s.16; amended 2000,c.142,s.3. 

 

18A:36A-17. Granting, renewal of charter 

A charter granted by the commissioner pursuant to the provisions of this act shall be granted for 

a four-year period and may be renewed for a five-year period. The commissioner may revoke a 

school's charter if the school has not fulfilled any condition imposed by the commissioner in 

connection with the granting of the charter or if the school has violated any provision of its 

charter. The commissioner may place the charter school on probationary status to allow the 

implementation of a remedial plan after which, if the plan is unsuccessful, the charter may be 
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summarily revoked. The commissioner shall develop procedures and guidelines for the 

revocation and renewal of a school's charter. 

L.1995,c.426,s.17. 

 

18A:36A-17.1. Commissioner's actions relative to possible loss, not granting of charter 

If at any time the commissioner determines that a board of trustees is in jeopardy of losing its 

charter or an applicant is in jeopardy of not being granted a charter, the commissioner shall so 

notify the board of trustees or the applicant. The board of trustees or the applicant shall, within 

48 hours of receipt of such notification, provide to the commissioner, in writing, a complete list 

of the names and addresses of all students and staff currently enrolled and working in the school, 

or in the case of an applicant, a complete list of the names and addresses of all students and staff 

intending to enroll or work at the school, so the commissioner may send the appropriate notice to 

the parents or guardians and staff. 

L.2000,c.142,s.4. 

 

18A:36A-18. Rules, regulations 

The State Board of Education shall adopt rules and regulations pursuant to the "Administrative 

Procedure Act," P.L.1968, c.410 (C.52:14B-1 et seq.), necessary to effectuate the provisions of 

this act. 
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Appendix B  

 

Charter school locations by neighborhood attributes 

Maps B.1to B.18 examine charter school locations in the Newark, Camden, and Trenton 

metropolitan areas. For each metropolitan area, six maps are presented. Charter school locations 

were examined in relation to three variables—the SES need index, percent of African American 

school age residents, and the neighborhood diversity index.
72

 For each variable, two types of 

maps are displayed. First, quintiles are displayed for each variable in Abbott districts only. Given 

that Abbott districts have already been identified as the most resource poor districts in New 

Jersey, values for variables in these locations may be assumed to occupy the tail end of any state 

distribution. Eliminating values drawn from non-Abbott districts presents differences across 

Abbott block groups more effectively. Maps categorizing block groups by quintile show the full 

distribution of economic and demographic trends across Abbott districts and, perhaps, best 

represent how charter school operators and policymakers view local attributes. Second, Z-scores 

display how far individual values for each variable deviate from the mean for all block groups in 

Abbott districts only. For the purposes of discussion, findings from this second set of maps are 

termed deviations from “Abbott means.”  These maps represent how far block groups deviate 

from the “average neighborhood.” 

Maps B.1 to B.6 show charter school locations in the Camden area. Eight charter schools 

are located within the Camden school district. The maps show that charter schools tend to cluster 

                                                 
72

 All variables presented in Table 5.1 and 5.2 were mapped and analyzed. For the sake of brevity, variables that 

either failed to provide meaningful insight into factors that may influence charter school locations (e.g. percent age 

17 or under), or describe patterns accounted for by other variables, most notably the SES need index, are not 

presented or discussed. 



 

 

 

2
3
7 

  



 

 

 

2
3
8 

  



239 

 

 

2
3
9 

around the district’s central core, circling neighborhoods that have higher need index scores and 

greater proportions of African American residents. That is, charter schools appear to locate near,  

but not within the district’s most disadvantaged areas. For example, 75% of Camden charter 

schools (6 of 8) occupy block groups with need index scores in the middle quintile. The same 

number of schools are within ±.5 standard deviations (SDs) of the overall Abbott mean. This 

does not mean, however, that Camden charter schools are located in neighborhoods without 

substantial socio-economic concerns. Compared to the state mean (not shown), all schools 

occupy block groups with need index scores greater than +0.5 SDs. Rather, Camden charter 

schools simply appear to cluster in a narrow band of neighborhoods that are not extreme when 

compared to other potential locations in Abbott districts.  

Interestingly, while the same proportion of charter schools (75%) in Camden also occupy 

block groups where the percent of African American residents is in the middle quintiles, they are 

not necessarily neighborhoods that are reflective of racial/ethnic norms in Abbott districts. Fifty 

percent (4 of 8) of Camden charter schools are in neighborhoods where the proportion of African 

Americans is more than -0.5 SDs below the Abbott mean. Charter schools appear to locate in 

more diverse neighborhoods with lower proportions of African Americans. Fifty percent of 

schools (4 of 8) are also  in block groups with neighborhood diversity index scores in the bottom 

two quintiles for Abbott districts, indicating substantial diversity, and no schools occupy block 

groups scoring in the top two quintiles.  

Maps B.7 through B.12 examine Abbott districts in the Newark metropolitan area. 

Thirty-one charter schools are located in the Abbott districts of East Orange, Hoboken, Irvington, 

Jersey City, and Newark. These maps also feature the Abbott districts of Elizabeth, Orange, West 

New York, and Union City where no charter schools are located. Maps featuring the Newark 
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metropolitan area show charter schools clustered in three distinct areas and demonstrating three 

different spatial patterns. In Jersey City, charter schools appear to circle the district’s central core 

and locate in more advantaged neighborhoods. Fifty percent (6 of 12) of previously approved 

charter schools are located in block groups with need index scores in the bottom two quintiles, 

and most other schools are clearly located on the outskirts of more disadvantaged areas. As a 

result, charter schools in Jersey City appear to occupy block groups approaching the character of 

those found in non-Abbott districts. Fifty percent (6 of 12) of schools are more than -0.5 SDs 

from the Abbott mean. Charter schools appear more widely distributed when examining their 

locations in relation to measures of race, but in many cases still occupy block groups comparable 

to non-Abbott districts.  

            In Hoboken, a second cluster of charter schools is observed in the district’s central core. 

As mentioned previously, Hoboken may be considered an outlier among Abbott districts with a 

greater number of white residents and young professionals commuting to New York City, as well 

as substantially higher per-pupil expenditures. By clustering in the center of the district, charter 

schools are shown to occupy neighborhoods with lower educational need and smaller proportions 

of African American residents. All charter schools in Hoboken are located in block groups where 

need index scores and proportions of African American residents are more than -0.5 SDs below 

the Abbott mean. These findings echo characteristics that describe block groups containing 

charter schools in non-Abbott districts. 

In the Newark City area, which includes East Orange and Irvington, charter schools are 

shown to be located in high need areas. Twenty-six out of 31 charter schools are located in block 

groups with need index scores in the top two quintiles. Sixteen charter schools are located in 

block groups with need index scores in the top quintile. Newark area charter schools also tend to 
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locate in block groups with higher proportions of African-American students. Twenty-five out of 

31 charter schools are found in block groups with percentages of African American residents in 

the top two quintiles. Thus, Newark area block groups containing charter schools may be 

described as approaching extreme levels of disadvantage that are atypical of most neighborhoods 

in New Jersey. A strong majority of charter schools occupy block groups where need index 

scores and the percentage of African Americans residents are more than +1.5 SDs above the 

Abbott mean. Specifically, 22 charter schools are located in block groups with need index scores 

+1.5 SDs above the Abbott mean and 25 schools are in neighborhoods where the percent of 

African American residents is +1.5 SDs above the Abbott mean.   

            Yet, despite the tendency of charter schools in Newark, East Orange, and Irvington to 

locate in more disadvantaged block groups, Maps B.7 through B.12 also show evidence of 

clustering or ringing patterns. Many charter schools are shown to be located on the edges of the 

highest need areas or in block groups that appear to have slight advantages over their immediate 

neighbors. The same pattern exists for areas with large percentages of African America families. 

Further, a directional trend is also observed with greater numbers of charter schools appearing to 

cluster near more advantaged neighborhoods to the north and east. It appears that the tendency 

for charter schools to locate in more disadvantaged neighborhoods may largely result from the 

fact that the vast majority of block groups in Newark have higher need index scores and greater 

percentages of African American residents than other school districts across New Jersey, 

including other Abbott districts. Newark charter schools still show evidence of clustering similar 

to, though not as extreme as, patterns observed in Camden and Jersey City.  

This observation is supported by examining charter school locations in relation to 

neighborhood diversity. Maps B.7 to B.9 clearly show high levels of racial isolation across all of  
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East Orange and Irvington and a majority of block groups in Newark. Not surprisingly, nearly 

two-thirds of charter schools are located in block groups with diversity index scores in the top 

but not within the district’s most disadvantaged areas. For example, 75% of Camden charter 

schools (6 of 8) occupy block groups with need index scores in the middle quintile. The same 

number of schools are within ±.5 standard deviations (SDs) of the overall Abbott mean. This 

does not mean, however, that Camden charter schools are located in neighborhoods without 

substantial socio-economic concerns. Compared to the state mean (not shown), all schools 

occupy block groups with need index scores greater than +0.5 SDs. Rather, Camden charter  

Maps B.13 through B.18 examine charter school locations in the Trenton area. Eleven 

charter schools are located within the Trenton school district. They appear fairly evenly 

distributed throughout the district, starting at the outskirts and extending into the central core. On 

measures of socio-economic need, five schools are located in block groups with index scores in 

the two lowest quintiles, two schools are in block groups in the middle quintile, and four schools 

are in the top two quintiles. A similar distribution is observed for charter school locations in 

relation to the percent of African Americans in block groups. Two schools are located in block 

groups where the percent of African Americans is in the two lowest quintiles, five schools are in 

block groups in the middle quintile, and four schools are in the top two quintiles. Not 

surprisingly, charter schools in Trenton show a large degree of variation around the Abbott 

mean. Trenton charter schools do appear to have ended up in more diverse neighborhoods by 

locating in block groups with greater proportions of African American residents. More than 60% 

of schools (7 of 11) are located in block groups with neighborhood diversity scores in the bottom 

two quintiles. The same percentage of schools have neighborhood diversity index scores greater 

than -0.5 SDs below the Abbott mean.  
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Appendix C 

Table A.1  NJ Charter Schools Educational Program Matrix 
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 Program code C G G A C G B B B B C B A G C 
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T
ra

d
 

traditional              
X 

 
foundational skills      

x 
    

X 
    

language and literacy        
x 

     
X 

 

A
ca

 

high standards  
x x 

 
x 

          
academic 

achievement   
x x 

 
x 

 
x x X 

 
X X 

 
X 

testing & 

accountability                

college preparatory x 
          

X X 
  

S
T

E
M

 

science & math     
x x x x X 

  
X 

 
X 

 
Tech integration    

x 
   

x 
    

X 
  

business & economics       
x 

        

S
tu

 

small learning comm.    
x 

   
x 

       
student-centered x 

              
individual focus         

x 
      

critical thinking    
x 

  
x x 

       
whole child 

development                

P
ro

g
 

authentic assessment                
constructivist        

x x 
      

innovation                
project-based learning    

x 
  

x 
        

integrated curriculum    
x 

   
x 

       

B
eh

 

leadership  
x x 

     
x X 

     
character education     

x 
 

x x X 
 

X X 
   

student safety                
discipline/conduct   

x x 
  

x 
  

X 
     

C
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m
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civic education         
x X 

     
community  

x 
      

X 
 

X 
   

X 

family engagement               
X 

service learning  
x 

 
x 

          
x 

A
lt

 

foreign language                
arts & humanities x 

   
x 

     
X 

 
X 

  
multicultural         x   x                 

environmental       x                       

international       x     x                 

    * A = Alternative; B = Back-to-Basics; C = Community; G = General 

 

 ** X = Core program component; x = secondary program component 
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 Program code A A A G G G G C G G C C B B C 

E
d

u
ca

ti
o
n

a
l 

P
ro

g
ra

m
 C

o
d

es
 

T
ra

d
 

traditional                               

foundational skills       X X X X       x         

language and literacy                               

A
ca

 

high standards                       x       

academic 

achievement 
x   x           X X   x X X   

testing & 

accountability 
                              

college preparatory                         X     

S
T

E
M

 

science & math                               

Tech integration X     X X X X               X 

business & economics                               

S
tu

 

small learning comm.                 X X X       X 

student-centered                               

individual focus x             X             X 

critical thinking                 x x x         

whole child 

development 
                x x           

P
ro

g
 

authentic assessment                               

constructivist   X   X X X X       X         

innovation       X X X X X X X           

project-based learning   X             x x x         

integrated curriculum                               

B
eh

 

leadership                 x x       X   

character education X               X X x   X     

student safety                 X X           

discipline/conduct x                             

C
o
m

m
 

civic education                               

community   X   X X X X X       X       

family engagement                               

service learning                               

A
lt

 

foreign language                               

arts & humanities X   X                       X 

multicultural                               

environmental                       X     X 

international                             X 

    * A = Alternative; B = Back-to-Basics; C = Community; G = General  

 

 ** X = Core program component; x = secondary program component 
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h
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 Program code A C B A C C A C G C G B B B C 

E
d

u
ca

ti
o
n

a
l 

P
ro

g
ra

m
 C

o
d

es
 

T
ra

d
 

traditional             x     x           

foundational skills             x   x             

language and literacy             x   x   x         

A
ca

 

high standards X               x x           

academic 

achievement 
    x   x x x X   x x x       

testing & 

accountability 
                  x           

college preparatory     X                 x X X   

S
T

E
M

 

science & math                     x X       

Tech integration                   x   X       

business & economics                               

S
tu

 

small learning comm.           x   x x             

student-centered         x x   x   x           

individual focus   X                           

critical thinking                               

whole child 

development 
  X                     X X   

P
ro

g
 

authentic assessment   X               x           

constructivist   x                         X 

innovation                               

project-based learning                               

integrated curriculum                             X 

B
eh

 

leadership                             x 

character education     X   x x   X     x       x 

student safety                     x         

discipline/conduct   X             x     x       

C
o
m

m
 

civic education         x x         x       x 

community   x     x x   X             X 

family engagement   x                     X X X 

service learning         X X                 x 

A
lt

 

foreign language       X     X                 

arts & humanities X       X X                   

multicultural x x                           

environmental                               

international                 x             

    * A = Alternative; B = Back-to-Basics; C = Community; G = General 

 

 ** X = Core program component; x = secondary program component 
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 Program code G G C C B C B B B B G G G C G 

E
d

u
ca

ti
o
n

a
l 

P
ro

g
ra

m
 C

o
d

es
 

T
ra

d
 

traditional X                       x     

foundational skills           x                   

language and literacy   x       x x       x x       

A
ca

 

high standards         x               x     

academic 
achievement 

        x x x x x x   x x     

testing & 

accountability 
        x x                   

college preparatory             x x x x           

S
T

E
M

 

science & math   x       x         x x   X   

Tech integration   X                   x       

business & economics                               

S
tu

 

small learning comm.   X     x                     

student-centered                         x x   

individual focus                               

critical thinking     X X   x                 X 

whole child 

development 
        X                   x 

P
ro

g
 

authentic assessment                               

constructivist                           x   

innovation                         x     

project-based learning x   X X   x                   

integrated curriculum                               

B
eh

 

leadership                               

character education x             x x x x x x X   

student safety x           x                 

discipline/conduct         x   x                 

C
o
m

m
 

civic education                               

community     X X X               x   X 

family engagement     X X                       

service learning                         x     

A
lt

 

foreign language x                             

arts & humanities x                           X 

multicultural           x               x   

environmental                               

international                               

    * A = Alternative; B = Back-to-Basics; C = Community; G = General 

 

 ** X = Core program component; x = secondary program component 
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 Program code G G C G A C C C A C G G G G C 

E
d

u
ca

ti
o
n

a
l 

P
ro

g
ra

m
 C

o
d

es
 

T
ra

d
 

traditional                
foundational skills                
language and literacy    

X 
  

x 
        

A
ca

 

high standards    
X 

        
X 

  
academic 
achievement   

X 
  

X x x 
 

x X X X x 
 

testing & 

accountability   
x 

         
X 

  

college preparatory                

S
T

E
M

 

science & math X X 
 

X 
 

X x 
        

Tech integration      
X 

       
x x 

business & economics                

S
tu

 

small learning comm.      
x 

         
student-centered       

x x 
 

x 
    

x 

individual focus               
x 

critical thinking   
x 

      
x 

     
whole child 

development   
x 

      
x 

     

P
ro

g
 

authentic assessment          
x 

     
constructivist             

X 
 

x 

innovation       
x 

 
X 

      
project-based learning         

X x 
    

x 

integrated curriculum               
x 

B
eh

 

leadership   
X 

    
x 

       
character education      

X x x 
  

X X X 
 

x 

student safety       
x 

        
discipline/conduct                

C
o
m

m
 

civic education             
X 

  
community x x 

       
x 

     
family engagement x x 

    
x 

   
X X 

   
service learning   

X 
  

X x 
        

A
lt

 

foreign language     
x 

          
arts & humanities X X 

   
X 

         
multicultural                
environmental         

X 
      

international                
    * A = Alternative; B = Back-to-Basics; C = Community; G = General 

 

 ** X = Core program component; x = secondary program component 
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 Program code B B B B C C G B A G B C C A 

E
d

u
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ti
o
n

a
l 

P
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g
ra

m
 C

o
d

es
 

T
ra

d
 

traditional               
foundational skills               
language and literacy               

A
ca

 

high standards             
x 

 
academic achievement X X X X 

 
x 

 
x 

 
x x x 

  
testing & 
accountability           

x 
   

college preparatory X X X X 
   

x 
  

X 
   

S
T

E
M

 science & math       
X X 

      
Tech integration            

X 
  

business & economics               

S
tu

 

small learning comm.        
x x 

   
x 

 
student-centered     

X 
   

x 
  

x x x 

individual focus               
critical thinking         

X 
  

x x 
 

whole child 

development     
X 

      
x 

  

P
ro

g
 

authentic assessment               
constructivist     

X 
    

X 
  

x x 

innovation               
project-based learning         

x X 
  

x x 

integrated curriculum      
x 

 
x 

 
x 

   
x 

B
eh

 

leadership           
X 

   
character education X X X X 

 
X 

   
x X X 

  
student safety               
discipline/conduct           

x 
   

C
o
m

m
 

civic education         
X 

     
community      

x 
 

X 
      

family engagement     
X x X 

 
x x 

  
x 

 
service learning            

X 
  

A
lt
 

foreign language               
arts & humanities             

x 
 

multicultural     
x x 

        
environmental     

X 
   

X x 
    

international               
    * A = Alternative; B = Back-to-Basics; C = Community; G = General  

 

 ** X = Core program component; x = secondary program component 

 


